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ABSTRACT

EXPLORING THE PHENOMENON OF TRIGGERING EVENTS
FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE EDUCATORS
MAY 2000
KATHRYN HELEN OBEAR, B.A., WASHINGTON COLLEGE
M.A., THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Maurianne Adams

The quality of interactions between facilitators and groups is critical to the
success of social justice educational experiences. Given the importance of these
interpersonal dynamics, it is curious that there are few references and no research studies
in the literature that explore the phenomenon of triggering events for facilitators and
trainers of diversity awareness and social justice educational experiences. The results of
this study will help to fill this gap in the social justice education literature by describing
the types of situations in which educators feel triggered, the ways they respond to
triggering events, and the core competencies and strategies that help educators use
triggering events as “teachable moments” that further participant learning.
I collected questionnaires from forty respondents and conducted in-depth
interviews with fifteen educators from a range of social identities (race and gender), years
of experience (6-35), and both formal academic and informal training settings. These
educators reported experiencing a wide range of triggering events. They often felt
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overwhelmed, surprised, and “de-skilled” by the intensity of their emotional reactions
and felt that they had responded to the situations in ways that were less effective. A core
finding from this study identified the intervention strategies with which educators were
satisfied, including using self-management strategies to re-establish a sense of emotional
equilibrium, using the self as instrument to diagnose the situation and further participant
learning, and engaging the resistance of participants to facilitate honest dialogue. Another
critical finding identified ways in which intrapersonal issues and unresolved past traumas
of educators appeared to influence how they appraised events as triggers and responded
in the moment. Those educators who developed greater self-awareness and participated in
personal healing work reported experiencing fewer triggering events and greater
satisfaction with how they managed the ones they encountered.
Data from this study will help coordinators of professional development programs
for social justice educators provide opportunities to gain the competencies to manage
emotional reactions and choose more effective interventions during triggering events.
This study has implications for professional development programs in other helping
professions including counseling, social work, health care, teaching, human resources,
and organization development.
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CHAPTER 1
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Background and Context
The literature on social justice education focuses on the preparation of trainers
and educators to facilitate effective learning experiences where participants explore
issues of discrimination, oppression, and social justice. Social justice education is very
challenging and stressful work and involves exploring areas that are not often addressed
in traditional learning environments, including emotions, prejudice, stereotypes,
assumptions, intrapersonal issues, and interpersonal dynamics.
Social justice educators bring most, if not all, of who they are to the learning
environment, including their social identity group memberships, fears, biases, socialized
learnings, unconscious needs, values, memories of past traumas, and life experiences.
They can not objectively or impersonally merely facilitate participant learning. Whether
they are conscious of it or not, they are actively engaged in the learning process at all
levels of their being. As a result many social justice educators report that they get
"hooked" and experience stress and other triggered emotions (Bell, Washington,
Weinstein, & Love, 1997; Goodman, 1995; Griffin, 1997a; Griffin, 1997b; Weinstein &
Obear, 1992). I use the particular language of "triggers" and "triggering event" because
that is the terminology used in social justice education literature to describe this
phenomenon (Adams, 1997; Bell, Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997; Goodman,
1995; Griffin, 1997a; Griffin, 1997b; Weinstein & Obear, 1992).
Situations where educators are triggered may not, in and of themselves, pose a
problem in a learning environment. Nonetheless, how educators typically respond to
triggers can undermine the purpose and effectiveness of the seminar. While educators
may be able to experience triggered emotions and use them in a positive way as a
resource and as an indicator of participant issues and needs, it is more common that
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educators are overwhelmed by their feelings and feel "deskilled." They often experience
surprise and discomfort at the unexpectedness of their feelings and how the intensity of
their emotions is disproportionate to the original stimulus. As a result, when educators are
triggered they may react automatically out of their feelings and have less access to their
full range of intervention techniques and less confidence in their ability to manage the
situation successfully.
Novice educators especially are likely to experience anxiety as they anticipate
how they may be triggered and fear that they will stumble into an area from which they
will not know how to disentangle themselves. When educators doubt their abilities to
manage triggering situations successfully, they may hesitate to address directly the issues
of social justice, and avoid or smooth over critical learning opportunities for fear of
mismanaging the event. If they choose to forge ahead when triggered without the
necessary self-awareness, knowledge, and skills, they may respond in defensive and
dysfunctional ways (Schwarz, 1994) and may use teaching strategies and interventions
that are less effective and possibly counterproductive to the learning goals. It is critical
that facilitators are skilled at managing their own feelings and reactions when they are
triggered so that they can be more fully present and capable of facilitating through
situations where they are triggered (Weinstein & Obear, 1992).
Statement of the Problem
Much has been written to help social justice educators manage situations when
participants experience stressors. While experiencing triggers is a common occurrence
for social justice educators, there are few references to the concept of "triggering" events
for facilitators in the social justice education literature, much less any substantive study
that establishes the existence of this phenomenon for social justice educators.
In my review of related literatures there were a number of references to how other
helping professionals experience and manage stressor events in their various domains.
The literatures on countertransference, Multicultural Counseling, Rational Emotive
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Therapy, Group Dynamics, and the professional development of counselors, teacher,
nurses, and social workers were particularly useful in understanding how the
phenomenon of triggering events occurs across a variety of professional situations.
What is missing in the social justice education literature is a substantive
discussion of whether or not social justice educators experience the phenomenon of
triggering events, and if so, what are their experiences of these events and how do they
respond in ways that support learning goals. Data from this study will help those who
design and implement professional development programs for social justice educators to
provide opportunities to gain the competencies and confidence to manage their feelings
and reactions to respond effectively during triggering events.
Research Questions
The following research questions summarize the focus of my study:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Do social justice educators report that they experience triggering events?
If so, what are the triggering events they experience?
How do social justice educators respond to triggering events?
What factors and intrapersonal issues influence how educators appraise situations and
respond to triggering events?
5. What competencies and strategies help social justice educators anticipate and respond
effectively to triggering events?
Significance of the Study
The purpose of this study is to conduct exploratory research to establish whether
or not social justice educators experience the phenomenon of triggering events, and if so,

to gain deeper insight and understanding of their experiences with triggers. The field of
social justice education is just beginning to address the issue of triggering events for
social justice educators. The findings of this study will fill a gap in the literature. Another
significance of this study is that it will provide a theoretical framework about responding
to triggering events to use in development programs for social justice educators. This
study also has implications for the professional development of practitioners in other
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helping professions including counseling, social work, health care, teaching, human
resources, organization development, and human relations training.
Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study I define these key terms as follows:
Social justice education
Adams, Bell, and Griffin (1997, iv) state that social justice education
includes both an interdisciplinary subject matter that analyzes multiple
forms of oppression (including racism and sexism), and a set of interactive,
experiential pedagogical principles that help students understand the meaning of
social difference and oppression in their personal lives and the social system.
As stated earlier social justice educational experiences provide opportunities for
participants to learn about issues of discrimination, oppression, and social justice, and
involves exploring areas that are not often addressed in traditional learning environments,
including emotions, prejudice, stereotypes, and interpersonal and intergroup dynamics. A
number of different labels may be used to describe this type of education including
managing diversity, multicultural education, diversity awareness, and cross-cultural
training.
Social justice educators
I define social justice educators as people who facilitate social justice and
diversity educational experiences. They may use a variety of terms to describe their role
including trainer, teacher, professor, and organization development consultant. They may
practice in a number of different settings including private industry, academia, and
community organizations.
Triggering event
I define a "triggering event" as any stimulus, either external or internal to social
justice educators, through which they experience an emotional reaction that may have
some or all of the following characteristics:
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• unexpectedness, the educator is surprised by the arousal of their feelings
• strong intensity of feelings, the educator experiences their emotions as
overwhelming and disproportionate to the original stimulus
• disorienting, the educator is disoriented and distracted from the workshop objectives
and the planned agenda
Dissertation Outline
In the next chapter I review how the phenomenon of triggering events is discussed
in the social justice education literature and those of related fields. Chapter 3 describes
the methods I used collect and analyze the data of this research study. In chapters 4 and 5
I present the results of my research and in the final chapter I discuss these results and the
implications for the professional development of social justice educators and further
research.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
Social Justice Education is an interdisciplinary field that draws on a wide variety
of literatures. While there is a growing body of literature on social justice education, there
were few explicit references that either focused on my topic or that directly informed my
research. Therefore, I explored a wide variety of literatures related to the helping
professions and focused on areas in these literatures which addressed the personal growth
and self-awareness of individuals and groups, including counselors, organizational
development consultants and trainers, teachers, health care providers, and social workers.
In this chapter I explore how the phenomenon of triggering events is described in the
various literatures and then discuss a number of the themes about the characteristics of
triggering events that were either referenced or implicit in the literatures that informed
my understanding of the phenomenon of triggers for social justice educators.

Review of Literatures
Social Justice Education
The literature on social justice education focuses on the preparation of trainers
and educators to facilitate effective learning experiences where participants explore
issues of prejudice, discrimination, oppression, and social justice. There are very few
resources in the literature that speak specifically about the phenomenon of triggering
events for educators, much less any reference to how to prepare them to manage the
resulting intrapersonal and interpersonal dynamics they may encounter when they are
triggered.
In this segment I review the works of the few authors who have begun to examine
the triggering events of facilitators. Social justice educators report that they experience
triggering events (Bell, Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997; Goodman, 1995; Griffin,
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1997a; Griffin, 1997b; Weinstein & Obear, 1992). Emotional reactions are a natural,
common and recurring phenomenon for educators in social justice work (Bargal and Bar,
1990; Griffin, 1997a; Weinstein & Obear, 1992). Bargal and Bar (1990) believe that the
subject matter inevitably arouses strong feelings among both trainers and participants and
that the atmosphere in a training session may become very tense and loaded causing
trainers to lose their objectivity.
Goodman (1995) defines triggers as the comments or areas where trainers have
difficulty responding in helpful and educative ways. Weinstein and Obear (1992) frame
the concept as words or phrases from dominant group members that convey an
oppressive attitude about the subordinate group.
Triggers may immediately stimulate the defenses of the person whose
group is being commented on, or an ally of that group, and can elicit
intense emotional reactions (Weinstein & Obear, 1992, 44).
Griffin (1997b) describes triggers as something that makes people feel
diminished, offended, threatened, or discounted, including comments, actions, and
organizational policies and practices. She maintains that triggers cause an emotional
response because they "tap into" the person’s feelings of anger and pain about social
justice issues.
These emotions range from hurt, confusion, anger, fear, surprise or
embarrassment (Griffin, 1997b, 78).
Weinstein (1992) describes a trigger as a stimulus that elicits a response and compares it
to how Albert Ellis describes "activating events" in his work on Rational Emotive
Therapy.
Common Triggering Events
A number of authors identified common triggering events for social justice
educators. Weinstein and Obear (1992, 41-42) conducted some research with university
faculty and compiled their responses to the following question: "What makes you
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i.

nervous about raising issues of racism in your classroom?" The following are some of the
incidents and issues they identified:
- having to confront or being confronted with my own bias
- feeling guilty, ashamed, or embarrassed by the behaviors and attitudes of members of
my own group
- not being able to "fix it" when learners feel shaken and confused
- experiencing my own strong emotions in a discussion
- being labeled racist, sexist and so on
- having to be corrected by members of the targeted group
- having to face my own fears of the targeted group
- hearing biased comments from dominant group members while targeted members are
present
- responding to biased comments from the targeted group
- having to expose my own struggles with the issue
- being told by a student that I don't know what I'm talking about
- making a mistake
- not knowing how to respond to angry comments
- making students frustrated, frightened, or angry
- leaving students shaken and confused and not being able to fix it
- having discussion blow up
- having anger directed at me
- feeling strong emotions being stimulated in myself
Griffin (1997b, 69) identified a number of stereotypic participant comments that
are common triggers:
- What do you people really want anyway?
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-1 feel so sorry for people with disabilities. It's such a tragedy.
- If everyone just worked hard, they could achieve.
- Homeless people prefer their life.
- If women wear tight clothes, they are asking for it.
Weinstein & Obear (1992, 44) identified several additional phrases that are common
triggering events:
- A woman’s place is in the home.
- Blacks seem to want to stick together.
- The Jewish media.
- Homosexuals are abnormal.
-1 don’t see people as black, brown, red, yellow, or white. To me they’re just people.
- They aren’t the only ones who have suffered.
- They’re just not as qualified.
Bell, Washington, Weinstein, and Love (1997) describe the trigger that occurs
when a member of a subordinate group is not a supportive ally to members of other
subordinate groups, including when a heterosexual African American is homophobic or
when a Protestant gay white male is anti-Semitic. They named several additional triggers
including when participants discount and question the legitimacy of trainers of
subordinate groups and when someone accuses the trainers of pushing their “own
agenda.”
Educators may have some fear about encountering triggering events. Weinstein
suggests that faculty who “buy into” the expectations that they have to be experts and
“know the answers” may tend to feel anxious about triggering events:
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To the degree that we need to appear certain of what we know, we may find
it difficult to encounter hot spots or knowledge gaps exposed by our
interactions with the students (Weinstein & Obear, 1992, 45).
A number of authors reflected on the negative impact of triggering events on the
effectiveness of the trainer. Bargal and Bar (1990) discussed these dynamics from the
perspective of facilitators of Arab-Jewish conflict management workshops:
The constant exposure to provocations from workshop participants
coupled with the very intense and emotionally laden nature of the
encounters may drain the trainers’ mental energy and result in negative
feelings and attitudes toward themselves and, especially, their role
performance (Bargal & Bar, 1990, 22).
Trainers often feel “deskilled” and do not know what to do (Jackson, 1992). They may
feel “caught off-guard" and confused and have trouble responding when triggered
(Griffin, 1997b). Weinstein’s discussion of times when he and other faculty felt helpless
in dealing with difficult situations illustrates this dynamic of being “deskilled:”
A participant may say something that stimulates great tension and anxiety,
and a dense silence overtakes the group. The instructor becomes upset and
somewhat paralyzed. All eyes are upon us, waiting to see what we will do,
expecting us to take care of the situation. I cannot think of any helpful
intervention. We are too upset to think clearly. It’s a fearsome moment,
one that we may anticipate with dread (Weinstein & Obear, 1992, 47).
Less Effective Educator Responses
During triggering events educators often respond in less effective ways that
undermine the goals and objectives of the session. Educators may retaliate against
participants who make offensive comments or tend to avoid certain issues or topics in a
session (Weinstein & Obear, 1992).
Instructors may distance themselves from many of the core issues and
conflicts that are central to anti-bias education and end by merely skimming
the surface (Weinstein & Obear, 1992, 46).
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Bargal and Bar (1990) identified a series of ineffective trainer reactions that may have a
negative impact on the session. Some trainers might take sides with some participants
against others. Those from dominant groups might be overly supportive of subordinate
group members and try to rescue and protect them. Trainers from subordinate groups might
blame members of their own groups for appearing passive and helpless or may encourage
and reward the anger of other subordinate group members creating stress with members of
dominant groups (Bargal & Bar, 1990). Some educators may become preoccupied with not
making a mistake and be overly focused on not saying and doing anything "wrong"
(Goodman, 1995). They may put their own needs above those of participants and use their
own psychological issues as the template for the training session (Mobley & Payne, 1992).
When triggered they might withdraw emotionally or actually leave the session to avoid any
future interactions with the participants (Griffin, 1997b). Trainers may react in an
aggressive, patronizing, or hostile way (Mobley & Payne, 1992; Weinstein & Bell, 1982)
intending to hurt the source of the trigger (Griffin, 1997b). These reactions from the trainer
re-establish diversity as an "us versus them" issue (Mobley and Payne, 1992). Davis (1992,
236) summarizes the potential negative impact of mismanaging triggering events by
suggesting that a,
class with enraged students, or an enraged instructor, is seldom a tolerant one
that encourages a free and honest exchange of ideas. Other students soon realize
that there is a politically correct line and either give lip service to it or withdraw
into resentful silence.
Intrapersonal dynamics and factors
Several authors identified a variety of factors and intrapersonal dynamics or “roots”
that influenced how educators both appraised situations as triggers and how they responded
in the moment. Weinstein (Weinstein & Obear, 1992) described how his reactions to
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stereotypic comments about his various subordinate groups memberships were rooted in his
past fears and experiences with oppression:
I always experience those expressions and attitudes with some degree of
pain, for they restimulate past fears and responses to oppressive behaviors
toward both me personally and my group as a whole (Weinstein & Obear,
1992, 43).
He suggests that an educator’s socialization around managing conflict and emotions
might result in their avoiding, denying or ignoring important emotional dynamics
occurring in themselves and the group. Faculty who were taught that emotions have no
place in the classroom may intentionally design interactions to control and minimize the
expression of emotions (Weinstein & Obear, 1992).
It is not surprising that how we were socialized to encounter emotions
affects how we deal with the emotional conflicts that inevitably arise when
dealing with intergroup bias in our professional role (Weinstein & Obear,
1992, 46).
There were very few references in the literature exploring how an educator’s
intentions impacted their response. Bell, Washington, Weinstein, and Love (1997)
suggested that a trainer’s choice of intervention is influenced by their motives, including
wanting participants to like them, trying to avoid conflict, and wanting to prove that they
are not prejudiced.
Another category of factors and intrapersonal roots is the social identity group
membership of educators and their respective stages of social identity development.
Bargal and Bar (1990) suggest that trainers from subordinate groups tend to experience a
greater depth of pain and frustration than their colleagues from the corresponding
dominant groups. Hardiman and Jackson's (1997) discussion of the theory of social
identity development provides another frame to understand the roots of triggering events.
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They have identified five stages of how people make meaning of social group
memberships and the systemic structure of dominance and subordinance: naive,
acceptance, resistance, redefinition, and internalization. Trainers in the resistance stage
may be more likely to experience triggering events in seminars since they are keenly
aware of the existence of discrimination and generally carry deep emotions about
oppression. Trainers who are in the resistance stage and identifying out of one their
dominant groups may be especially reactive to other dominant group members who make
stereotypic comments about the subordinate group or who exhibit demeaning or offensive
behavior. They may feel guilty and ashamed for the oppressive actions of their group and
for their own prejudicial reactions and assumptions. They also may feel overwhelmed
and powerless by their perception of the immensity of the problem.
Trainers in the resistance stage in a subordinate group membership may feel
intense anger towards dominant group members and other members of their subordinate
group who collude with the system of oppression (Hardiman & Jackson, 1997). Their
feelings of rage, pain, and betrayal may seem overwhelming at times.
The combination of these powerful emotions and the intellectual
understanding of how oppression works may feel all-consuming.
(Hardiman and Jackson, 1997, 26)
These trainers may be easily triggered by most any comment or action that they perceive
as rooted in stereotypes or assumptions about their group or any sign of defensiveness or
rationalization from participants.
One final factor that impacts if a trainer feels triggered is their expectations as
they enter the situation. Griffin (1997b) suggests that if facilitators expect to be triggered
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they may misinterpret a participant’s comments and react out of their misperception of
the event:
We are feeling on guard and expect to be triggered, so we misinterpret
something someone says and are triggered by our misperception, rather
than by what was actually said. (Griffin, 1997b, 79)
Competencies for managing triggering events
Most of the authors I have referenced in this section identified various
competencies that they believe help social justice educators manage triggering events
more effectively. It is critical that trainers have a conceptual framework to understand the
phenomenon of triggering events as a natural part of facilitating social justice educational
experiences. A thorough understanding of this process will normalize their emotional
reactions and help them to acknowledge the predictability of triggering events (Weinstein
& Obear, 1992). Educators need to be aware of their common triggers (Goodman, 1995;
Johnson & OMara, 1992; Weinstein & Obear, 1992) and identify their intrapersonal and
behavioral responses in these situations:
We contend that an instructor’s ability and willingness to anticipate and
monitor her or his intrapersonal dynamics about the learning situation is a
necessary component of classroom preparation (Weinstein & Obear, 1992, 39).
In addition educators need to prepare for how they might respond if triggering situations
occur in a session (Goodman, 1995). Weinstein concurs:
By anticipating a range of typical responses that I have experienced
before... .1 can prepare myself to use these triggers intentionally and
constructively during the session (Weinstein & Obear, 1992, 43)
There were several additional areas of self-awareness suggested as competencies
in the literature. Bell, Washington, Weinstein, and Love (1997) suggest that social justice
educators explore how their past experiences have shaped their various identities and
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identify which issues they are more comfortable addressing and which ones they tend to
avoid, distort or fear. Facilitators need to understand these and other “roots” of their
triggering events including their values, biases, and assumptions (Bell, Washington,
Weinstein, & Love, 1997) and “attempt to minimize the possible interference of personal
feelings, political inclinations, and ideological preferences with their professional attitude
of tolerance, acceptance and positive regard (Bargal & Bar, 1990, 18).
Educators need to experience the same depth of self-scrutiny, self-exploration,
and analysis that they ask of their participants (Weinstein & Bell, 1982). They need to
commit to a life-long process of “re-education” to increase self-awareness of their fears,
unconscious prejudices, access to privilege, and any “gaps” in their knowledge
(Goodman, 1995; Griffin, 1997a; Weinstein & Obear, 1992). Goodman (1995) argues
that educators who possess a solid knowledge base of the social justice issues they are
discussing will feel more relaxed and confident and have greater capacity to respond
effectively in difficult dialogues.
Several authors suggest a number of conceptual frameworks they feel are core
competencies for social justice education. Weinstein and Bell (1982) argue that trainers
need far more than a "cookbook" of techniques and gimmicks in order to be effective
facilitators. They maintain that trainers must also have a strong conceptual and theoretical
base that provides a solid foundation upon which to improvise and adapt to the changing
needs of learners. In order to anticipate, plan for, and respond to triggering events more
effectively trainers need to understand a wide variety of cognitive organizers and maps
that help them make meaning of events, including theories about individual and group
development, levels and types of interventions, and group dynamics and group process
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(Adams, 1997). Theories exploring social identity development and cognitive
development can provide diagnostic tools and design frameworks (Tatum, 1992) as well
as a map to anticipate and understand common learner reactions (Adams, 1997;
Goodman, 1995) that could be potential triggering events.
The ability to “attend” to the multiple levels of processes occurring in the moment
was another competency identified in the literature. Educators need to be able to notice
and be attentive to their own internal processes, impulses, thoughts, attitudes, and
emotional and behavioral reactions (Bell, Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997;
Weinstein & Obear, 1992) while they are tracking the interpersonal and group dynamics
in the room:
Social justice education requires a simultaneous awareness of content
and process, as well as an ability to both participate in the process and
remain outside of it to assess interactions in the group as a whole and
among individuals within the group (Griffin, 1997a, 279).
The ability to manage their own emotional reactions is a core competency for
handling triggering events. Gallos and Ramsey (1997) argue that effective diversity
educators feel their pain and anger and are attentive to their feelings and reactions in the
moment. They maintain that social justice educators need the ability to manage deep
emotions and to work through their feelings to provide learners with alternative models for
action and authenticity. It is critical that educators possess the ability to “sit in their
feelings” and “own” their emotions without becoming enmeshed in them (Griffin, 1997a)
and use self-monitoring skills effectively to gain control over their thoughts, feelings and
actions (Weinstein & Obear, 1992). In order to manage their emotions effectively in the
moment educators need to have a commitment to their own “self-care” and take
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responsibility for maintaining their emotional equilibrium (Romney, Tatum, & Jones,
1992).
Educators need to be able to anticipate triggering situations and possess the skills
to manage them effectively. They need to be able to "think on their feet" (Griffin, 1997a)
and make changes in their design based on what is happening in the moment (Bell &
Griffin, 1997). They need to have a “thick skin” and the capacity to respond effectively
and sensitively to learner resistance (American Society for Training and Development,
1996; Mobley & Payne, 1992). Educators must be able to challenge ideas and interrupt
oppressive behavior effectively without attacking or rejecting the person (Romney,
Tatum, & Jones, 1992).
Using “self-disclosure” effectively is a competency identified by a number of
authors. Trainers need to realize that they are both the message and the messenger (Bell,
Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997). They need the skills to be comfortable to selfdisclose their own fears, feelings, experiences, mistakes, and struggles when these
provide an effective model for participants (Bell, Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997;
Goodman, 1995; Griffin, 1997a; Romney, Tatum, & Jones, 1992). Romney, Tatum, and
Jones (1992, 101) encourage educators to tell stories and give examples from their own
lives that enhance the learning:
The use of self is an important source of data both for the student as well
as the instructor.. .The willingness of instructors to tell their own stories,
for example, legitimizes the risks that students are asked to take in the
course.
In addition to sharing reflections from their own past experiences Romney discussed the
usefulness of sharing “here-and-now perspectives” about what is happening in the
moment in the classroom:
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As a black woman I respond in an immediate way to what’s going on in
the class and inside of me. I explicitly present myself as a role model in
the sense of being in process and struggling with these issues (Romney,
Tatum, & Jones, 1992, 103)
Griffin (1997a) agrees that facilitators who self-disclose their feelings in the
moment model the effective use of emotions and help students feel more comfortable to
express their own feelings in the session. While self-disclosure can be a powerful
intervention, Griffm (1997a) cautions educators to be thoughtful and deliberate in their
use of self:
Facilitators need to choose when to disclose personal reactions or stories
and to be clear about the purpose of this disclosure. It is never appropriate
for facilitators to work out their own issues during a class...All personal
disclosure by the facilitators should be for the purpose helping students
achieve a better understanding of the topic (Griffm, 1997a, 290).
She feels that it is critical that educators stay in the “facilitator’s role” during triggering
events and remember that they are not a participant and “need to keep the facilitator’s hat
firmly in place (Griffm, 1997a, 291).”
A set of competencies identified by Weinstein and Obear (1992) is that educators
need the ability to use “self-talk” to shift their appraisals and interpretations of triggering
events. They suggest that educators rehearse and practice cognitive reappraisals so that
they manage their inner dialogue more effectively in the moment. Weinstein offered
several examples of how to shift negative appraisals. In response to bigoted comments
educators could think, “That person was socialized to feel that way. I wonder what they
fear?” When participants express their anger, it might be helpful to reflect, “What hurt
and pain is under their anger and rage?” During conflict situations educators may shift
their emotions by thinking, “This is a potential learning opportunity.” At times when they
make bigoted or uninformed comments, educators may shift their appraisal by reflecting,
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“I can apologize for my comments and model how unlearning prejudice is a lifelong
process.”
Several authors identified various attitudes they felt help educators manage
triggering events, including how they evaluate the “success” of a session. Educators need
to re-examine their assumptions and attitudes about what makes for a “successful”
learning experience. Rather than thinking that success means students expressing their
appreciation and excitement about the experience, evidence of a successful seminar may
be that people leave feeling confused and full of unsettling emotions (Weinstein & Obear,
1992).
A better indicator of the effectiveness of anti-bias education might be to
have participants leave (1) with more questions than when they came in,
(2) wanting to know more, and (3) questioning the core assumptions of
their own socialization (Weinstein & Obear, 1992, 46).
Educators need to let go of their need to be liked and stop using approval and affection as
evidence of having done good work (Weinstein & Obear, 1992). Other critical attitudes
for effective facilitation included acknowledging that participant resistance is a
predictable aspect of social justice work (Bell, Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997),
that people are inherently good and decent (Weinstein & Bell, 1982), that people deserve
to be forgiven for their actions (American Society for Training and Development, 1996),
and that people deserve to be supported and "met" wherever they are in their level of
awareness (Weinstein & Bell, 1982).
A number of authors identified different personal characteristics and approaches
to social justice education that they found helpful in managing difficult dialogues.
Educators need to possess a deep tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty (Adams, 1997)
and to feel comfortable when contradictions and tensions emerge (Bell & Griffin, 1997).
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This ability to “trust the process” (Griffin, 1997a) and let go of trying to control the
outcome of the learning experience is a critical competency for educators. Educators need
to have a sense of humility (Griffin, 1997a) and to give themselves room to make
mistakes knowing that they will never be perfect (Adams, 1997).
Management Strategies
In contrast to the number of competencies for effective facilitation suggested by
various authors there were far fewer actual management strategies identified in the
literature for how educators can handle themselves and the group dynamics during
triggering events. Griffin (1997b) referenced the need for educators to first “take care” of
themselves before they chose their response.
Our guide in developing a full repertoire of responses to triggers is to take
care of ourselves and then decide how to most effectively respond... What
responses we choose depend on our own inner resources and the dynamics
of the situation (Griffin, 1997b, 78)
During a triggering event educators could refer back to the ground rules and seminar
norms to remind everyone of the framework within which they had agreed to engage in
difficult conversations. This is particularly useful if they had facilitated a discussion at
the beginning of the session exploring the phenomenon of triggering events and helped
the participants negotiate how they would handle them in the moment (Griffin, 1997b;
Weinstein & Obear, 1992).
One strategy suggested by Mobley and Payne (1992) is for trainers to
acknowledge the resistance they notice in the room and engage the participants in
dialogue so they can express their feelings and reactions. By engaging the resistance
trainers can use the opportunity to further the learning in the moment. Griffin (1997b)
identified a number of strategies to manage triggering situations. Facilitators can name
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the triggering event from their perspective and try to engage the participant in dialogue or
they could choose to not address the triggering situation in the moment, and decide to
respond to it at some later point. They could directly confront the participants and ask
them to change their behavior.
An effective strategy to manage their emotional reactions is to pay attention to
their internal dialogue (Bell, Washington, Weinstein & Love, 1997) and use self-talk to
reappraise their interpretations of the triggering event. Weinstein and Obear (1992)
suggest that educators shift their fear that they will lose control of the situation and stay
grounded in the belief that some of the most profound learning experiences occur when
things feel “out of control,” that is, when people are expressing deep emotions and
engaging in difficult conflict. Another form of cognitive restructuring involves shifting
the frame of reference away from the triggering event to analyzing the situation and
“figuring out” how the participant is thinking about and experiencing the event. From this
stance educators can more easily strategize ways to help participants try on a new
perspective (Bell, Washington, Weinstein & Love, 1997).
Weinstein and Obear (1992) suggested a number of strategies that give the
educator time to “collect their thoughts” including taking a break, having students journal
their thoughts and reactions, and asking participants to talk to a partner about their
feelings. During this “time-out” educators can reflect on why they feel triggered (Bell,
Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997), analyze the current group dynamics more
accurately, and choose a more effective intervention strategy.
Several authors suggest that educators work together to co-facilitate sessions
whenever possible (Griffin, 1997b; Mobley & Payne, 1992). If one trainer is triggered
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then the other can step in, if appropriate, to provide leadership and “hold the process”
while the group explores the triggering event.
Bargal and Bar (1990) identified a number of support and professional
development opportunities they provide to facilitators to help them develop the necessary
competencies and strategies to manage difficult dialogues and conflict situations,
including regular training sessions on effective facilitation of social justice education,
professional supervision from more experienced practitioners, and the opportunity to
participate in experiential sessions to learn new technologies and teaching methods. In
addition the trainers are provided on-going support structures, including regular
debriefing sessions to analyze the workshops and any critical situations that occurred, and
opportunities to meet with members of the same social identity group for feedback and
support.
In the remainder of this literature review I discuss the areas from related
literatures that seem most relevant to my study. While very few authors outside of social
justice education used the terminology of “triggering events,” some in each literature
described similar phenomena in their respective fields. These references provided
significant insight into the intrapersonal dynamics that influence how practitioners
appraise and make meaning of events as triggers and how they respond in less effective
ways. Other important contributions to my understanding of the phenomenon of
triggering events included their discussion of management strategies to use the “self as
instrument” to diagnose the situation and to intervene effectively in the moment, and the
emphasis on the necessary competencies that prepare practitioners to use triggering
events as “teachable moments.”
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Counseling Psychology
I reviewed a number of sub-literatures that examined the phenomenon of
triggering events in the therapeutic relationship: countertransference, Rational-Emotive
Therapy, counselor education, and Multicultural Counseling.
Countertransference
The earliest reference to the phenomenon of triggering events that I found was the
concept of countertransference as discussed in the psychoanalytic literature. Sigmund
Freud first discussed the phenomenon of "countertransference" in 1910 in his work "The
Future Prospects of Psychoanalytic Therapy." He described it as an unconscious process
where the analyst experiences an emotional reaction that has been influenced by the
transference of the client (Springmann, 1986). The parallel phenomenon of transference
occurs when clients unconsciously "transfer" their issues and unresolved feelings from
past relationships and experiences onto the counselor and re-enact these dynamics in real
time. (Brammer, 1993; McClure & Hodge, 1978; Salzberger-Wittenberg, Henry, &
Osborne, 1983). Therapists who experience countertransference and respond to the
client's transference behaviors out of their triggered feelings, including annoyance or
irritation (Salzberger-Wittenberg, Henry, & Osborne, 1983), may not recognize the
benefits of transference or fully utilize the client's behaviors as clues to the critical
therapeutic issues that could be explored in therapy.
In his later writings Freud maintained that therapists had "blind spots" that were
related to their own unresolved conflicts and internal processes which kept them from
accurately interpreting the material presented by the client. He compared the ideal analyst
to a projection screen to emphasize his belief that they needed to be objective and free of

23

distortions when relating to clients. Freud considered countertransference reactions
undesirable in therapeutic relationships and called on therapists to recognize and
overcome their reactions and encouraged them to undergo thorough analysis themselves
to minimize and eliminate their own unresolved conflicts (Springmann, 1986).
There continue to be differences in how the phenomenon of countertransference is
described within the literature. In contrast to the "classical" Freudian definition, Tansey
and Burke (1989) discuss the more recent "totalist" view. From this perspective
countertransference reactions are the totality of the therapist's feelings and experiences
with the client: both unconscious and conscious. These reactions are inevitable (Peabody
& Gelso, 1982) and are not inherently negative or counterproductive. The experience of
countertransference is a potentially useful tool to better understand the client if therapists
can understand how they are being acted upon and analyze their subjective experiences
(Tansey & Burke, 1989). This view maintains that the restimulated feelings and
memories of the therapist could provide them insight into how the client is feeling.
Gelso and Carter (1985) describe a third interpretation of countertransference
which makes the distinction between countertransference reactions that are irrational
responses based in the counselor's issues and past experiences, and reality-based
therapeutic responses. Venn (1988) makes a similar point by differentiating
countertransference from reactions that anyone would have to the same client.
Springmann (1986) supports this definition with the differentiation between therapistinduced countertransference (TIC) where intrapsychic issues of nonresolved conflicts
interfere with the therapeutic interaction, and client-induced countertransference (CIC)
which is a reaction to the client's transference and may hold valuable information for the
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therapeutic process. Cemey (1985) agrees with this premise that a therapist's emotional
reactions that are based in the realities of the interaction and are appropriate to the
therapeutic process are not countertransferential in nature.
Common elements to all the definitions of countertransference is that some type
of client behavior or characteristic impacts the therapist in an area of unresolved conflict
(Hayes & Gelso, 1991) and that "a therapist's internal reactions need to be attended to,
understood, and in one way or another, managed" (Van Wagoner, Hayes, Gelso, &
Diemer, 1991, 411).
Latts and Gelso (1995) differentiate between countertransference feelings and
behaviors. They argue that while feelings can be examined and used effectively in
therapeutic settings, countertransference behaviors typically interfere with the therapeutic
process because counselors are distracted from attending to the client's needs by their
own conflicts and feelings. The task for counselors is to manage their
countertransferential feelings so that they do not manifest into behaviors that negatively
impact the therapeutic process. Singer and Luborsky (1977) reached a similar conclusion
in their assertion that if the therapist's countertransference reactions remain unexamined
and unmanaged, they adversely affect the counseling relationship.
There are numerous examples in the literature of how the therapeutic process may
be negatively impacted. Counselors may feel anxious and avoid hostile expressions from
clients (Bandura, 1956) or react defensively by avoiding the anxiety or attempting to
lessen it (Bandura, Lipsher, & Miller, 1960). They may over or underemphasize client
material that is emotionally threatening to them and react by withdrawing their personal
involvement in the therapeutic relationship (Cutler, 1958; Hayes & Gelso, 1991) or by
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smoothing over conflict and avoiding key issues (Collision, 1984). If the counselors' own
needs or unresolved personal conflicts get entangled in the therapeutic relationship these
may blur their objectivity (Corey, 1977).
The key to managing the negative impact of countertransference lies within the
counselor. Counselors who are less anxious about their own feelings are better able to
maintain effective therapeutic relationships and allow the expression of emotions from
clients (McClure and Hodge, 1987; Yulis & Kiesler, 1968). Brammer (1993) suggests that
counselors need to be aware of their tendencies to act from their own needs, problems,
and unrecognized feelings. They need to maintain a balanced lifestyle and focus their
attention on developing effective relationships, physical health, mental health, and stress
management programs (Reynolds-Mejia & Levitan, 1990) and "to have one's personal
life in such good order that one can take disappointment, frustration, demanding
confrontations, and intensive encounters in helping relationships without projecting them
onto helpees, or developing personal symptoms including depression, withdrawal, or
physical complaints (Brammer, 1993, 32).”
A few other authors identified additional competencies that help counselors
manage their countertransference effectively. Counselors need to possess the ability to
manage and control their inappropriate reactions and behaviors so that they do not
adversely impact the therapeutic environment (Latts and Gelso, 1995; Singer and
Luborsky, 1977) and they need to be able to differentiate themselves from others (Van
Wagoner, Hayes, Gelso, & Diemer, 1991).
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Rational Emotive Therapy fRET)
The counseling theory and practice of Rational Emotive Therapy (RET) is a
particularly rich source for my study since it directly explores the relationship among
intrapersonal issues, thoughts, feelings, and external behaviors. Albert Ellis presented the
first paper on RET to the American Psychological Convention in 1956 (Ellis, 1991). The
central premise of RET is that thought, emotion, and behavior are interrelated phenomena
and that a person's beliefs and cognitions mediate between an external stimulus and the
resultant feelings and behaviors (Ellis, 1977b). Therefore, the stimulus does not "cause"
someone to feel or act in a certain way; rather, people create their own reactions by how
they interpret and evaluate events. Ellis uses the framework of "the ABC's of RET" to
describe the interactions among thoughts, beliefs, feelings, and actions: A is the
activating event or experience; B is the thought or belief about the activating event; and C
is the emotional and/or behavioral consequence or how someone reacts to the event
(Ellis, 1977a). Ellis (1977b) maintains that people not only react to real threat but also to
situations they anticipate or imagine to be threatening or stressful. This is the only
reference I found in his work that hints at the impact of an internal stimulus as the
activating event.
Wessler and Wessler (1980) expanded Ellis' ABC's to an eight-step model that
provides a number of interesting additional concepts for understanding triggering events:
1. stimulus: the activating event can be either overt (external actions) or covert
(internal thoughts, images, emotions, memories, or anticipations)
2. input and selection: the person can become aware of the stimulus and their
thoughts and physiological arousal
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3. definition and description: these are statements about the stimulus; how the person
perceives the event
4. interpretation: this is how the person makes meaning of the stimulus
5. appraisal: how someone assesses and evaluates the stimulus influences whether
they experience any emotions; if they assess it as neutral, they are likely to
experience no affective response
6. affect: this is the emotional response the person experiences
7. action tendency: the person may react in one of a number of ways: approach, avoid,
eliminate, fight, flight, etc.
8. feedback: this step focuses on the consequences of their behavioral reaction and how it
affects any future behavior
A fundamental focus of RET is on the intrapersonal beliefs the person holds. In
RET the term "rational beliefs" refers to those thoughts that lead to responses that are
consistent with reality, result in moderate emotions, and help accomplish personal goals
(Walen, DiGiuseppe, & Wessler, 1980; Wessler & Wessler, 1980). In contrast, "irrational
beliefs" are inaccurate, unrealistic, and absolutist demands and expectations that lead to
debilitating emotions and self-defeating reactions to activating events (Ellis, 1979;
Walen, DiGiuseppe, & Wessler, 1980). A foundational premise of RET is that people
need to identify their irrational beliefs and use cognitive restructuring techniques to shift
them to a more rational perspective.
Irrational beliefs are often an overgeneralization, an oversimplification, inaccurate
assumptions, faulty deductions, or exaggerated thinking (Walen, DiGiuseppe, & Wessler,
1980). A clue for detecting common irrational beliefs is to listen for the "shoulds" and
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"musts" in thought patterns (Ellis, 1977a). Three common "musts" are "I must do well
and I must get approval", "You must treat me kindly," and "The world must give me what
I want when I want it" (Walen, DiGiuseppe, & Wessler, 1980).
Wessler and Wessler (1980) maintain that irrational beliefs have two or more of
the following elements: awfiilizing, demandingness, and evaluation of self and others.
They describe awfulizing as believing that something is catastrophic or horrible,
including "If he doesn't like me. I'll be completely devastated" or "If you don't do this for
me, everything will be ruined." Demandingness involves requiring that something must
or must not happen, including "I can never make a mistake" or "You should always be
there for me." Evaluation of self and others refers to the tendency to judge at the extreme
negative end of a continuum, including "If I make a mistake I'm a total failure" or "You
are a horrible person because you did this to me." The emotions that someone may feel in
response to these irrational beliefs, including shame, guilt, depression, hostility, and
anxiety, often result in dysfunctional behaviors.
Sideleau (1987) identified common responses that are rooted in irrational beliefs.
If counselors want approval and affection, they may take neutral positions, ignore
feedback, and avoid conflict. If they believe they must focus on what they perceive to be
threats until they are gone, then they may become obsessive about the incident and fail to
stay present in the moment. They may deny or downplay critical issues and topics if they
fear conflict. They might fail to react and respond in a timely manner if they question
their own competence and believe they have to depend on others. If they believe they
should try to change the opinions and actions of others they may discount the input of
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clients and react with anger and hostility if they do not change in the ways the counselor
prescribes.
Wessler and Wessler (1980) identify a number of additional dimensions that have
contributed to an understanding of triggering events. They suggest that people may
respond differently to the same stimulus on different occasions. For instance, if people
are angry they may respond to a stimulus that they might have overlooked if they had felt
at peace, or if people are tired they may become very frustrated over something that they
would have usually found to be a mild irritant if rested. In addition, Wessler and Wessler
(1980) suggest that the way a person responds emotionally in one situation could become
a new activating event. If someone reacts angrily to an event, they may later feel guilty
about how they acted and this covert stimulus initiates a new cycle of this process.
There is little discussion in the RET literature focusing on intrapersonal dynamics
and roots of triggering events beyond exploring how irrational beliefs impact how people
make meaning of events and respond in those situations. The following examples of
internal self-talk provide powerful clues to the assumptions, irrational beliefs, and
personal issues that may be roots of triggering events for social justice educators :
-1 have to be liked and approved of by everyone (Sideleau, 1987).
-1 must be successful in order to be worthwhile (Wessler & Wessler, 1980).
-1 must be perfect, or I'm worthless (Ferstein & Whiston, 1991).
-1 must be competent in all situations and not make mistakes (Sideleau, 1987).
- There is one perfect solution to every problem (Sideleau, 1987).
- Strong people don't ask for help (Sideleau, 1987).
-1 must not ask for help or I'm incompetent (Ferstein & Whiston, 1991).
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-Iam responsible for their learning and growth (Wessler & Wessler, 1980).
- If something is a threat, I must focus my attention on it until it is gone (Sideleau, 1987).
- People who are bad should be blamed and punished (Sideleau, 1987).
-1 must try to change people to think and behave as I think they should (Sideleau, 1987).
- Never let others know how you feel (Sideleau, 1987).
-1 should be anxious about situations that are uncertain (Walen, DiGiuseppe, & Wessler,
1980).
- I should be comfortable and without pain (Walen, DiGiuseppe, & Wessler,(1980).
It would be interesting to assess how similar irrational beliefs of social justice educators
impact their appraisal of events as triggers and the effectiveness of their interventions in
the moment.
An underlying assumption of RET is that people can change their dysfunctional
emotional and behavioral reactions to an event by modifying their irrational beliefs and
cognitions. The goal of Rational-Emotive Therapy is to help people recognize their
irrational beliefs and use cognitive restructuring techniques to intervene in their response
cycle to reinterpret and reappraise the situation so that the activating event no longer
triggers irrational beliefs or responses (Ellis, 1977a, 1977b; Wessler & Wessler, 1980).
Counselor education
Resources on counselor development focus on the effective preparation of new
psychotherapists and the continuing education of more experienced ones. Several authors
more closely describe a phenomenon similar to the triggering events that social justice
educators report experiencing. Murphy (1990, 15) discusses the phenomenon when
counselors experience "those difficult moments ... when you are confronted with the
realization that all your experience, all your careful planning, strategizing, and theorizing,
may be totally irrelevant to this particular moment... and you are simply left there, bereft
of tricks, maneuvers." Watkins (1983) uses the term "acting out" to describe when
counselors respond from their impulses and behave in ways that are a manifestation of
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some underlying issue or personal conflict. He identifies five categories of acting out
behaviors: attentional failures, empathic failures, aggressivity, sexual and seductive
behaviors, and logistical failures.
Fremont and Anderson (1986, 67) conducted research on the client behaviors that
make counselors angry:
Counselors may feel anger when clients do not behave according to their
expectations of what is a good client. Client resistance, client impositions,
verbal attacks on the counselor, and over involvement by the counselor in client
dynamics seem to be relatively common occurrences that annoy counselors.
They suggest that counselors' anger may at times be appropriate to the situation, though in
other cases it may be inappropriate if it prevents them from effectively utilizing the present
incident to increase client awareness of personal behaviors and impact on others.
In his book Beyond Blame John Kottler (1994) shared his own personal stories of
times when he had experienced triggering events as a counselor. He describes triggers as
the types of situations or people that elicit extreme reactions and identified how
counselors may be impacted during the event. They may "go on overwhelm" and
experience extreme emotions that seem out of proportion to the event, including rage,
panic, and deep shame. These intense emotions may negatively affect their reasoning,
cognitive capacities, and information processing. In addition counselors might be so
focused on figuring out what had just happened, who said what, deciding who's to blame,
and what they could have done differently (Kottler, 1994) that they may not be fully
present in the group.
Viscott (1996) uses the actual terminology of triggers to describe this
phenomenon for clients. He defines a trigger as a precipitating event that restimulates
unresolved, hidden feelings from past experiences. The current stimulus may seem
similar to the past event or may be entirely unrelated to it. Individuals may act on these
triggered feelings before they are even aware of them. They may overreact to the current
situation and respond by reverting back to old patterns of behavior that are completely
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inappropriate, including becoming defensive or rigid, behaving like a helpless abused
child, or acting in a self-righteous and arrogant manner. They may fear they might lose
control as they experience an unexpected flood of feelings that disables their defense. He
suggests that people are more susceptible to being triggered if they have experienced a
number of losses or if their emotional resources are consumed by trying to suppress and
control their feelings.
Kottler (1983) argues that how counselors respond to triggering events and
critical incidents can either improve or worsen the therapeutic environment. He further
suggests that it is tempting when triggered to blame the clients for being resistant, but
encourages counselors to look at their own behavior. The clients might be simply reacting
to the counselor's attitudes and behaviors, including impatience, prejudicial comments,
unrealistic expectations, or offensive actions.
In their article "Impaired Counselors: The Dark Side Brought Into Light," Kottler
and Hazier (1996) discuss ways that they and other counselors have been impaired by
their personal issues and problems:
- counselors may be meeting their own needs rather than those of the client
- they may be distracted with their personal life crises or transitions
- their addiction to drugs and/or alcohol may be distorting their judgment
- they may be suffering from depression, anxiety, or other emotional problems
- they may be experiencing the effects of traumatic events from their past
- they are acting out their motives for power, control, and manipulation
- they may be haunted by unresolved issues and regrets from their past
Kottler describes how he believes his level of competence has been compromised by his
needs for approval, achievement, perfection, and reckless risk-taking. When reacting out
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of their personal needs and issues, counselors may smooth over conflict and emotional
issues and focus on skill-building or other quantifiable activities (Kottler, 1995).
A number of authors discussed the impact of social group membership and bias
on how counselors make meaning of situations and choose to respond in the moment.
Counselors misdiagnose and make improper interventions resulting from their bias and
prejudice related to gender (Mendell, 1986), socioeconomic class (Hillerbrand, 1988),
race and ethnicity (Minrath, 1985), sexual orientation (Garfmkle & Morin, 1978; Glenn
& Russell, 1986), disabilities (Strohmer, Biggs, Hasse, & Purcell, 1983), HIV-status
(Wiener & Siegel, 1990), religion, and geographic region (Friedman, 1991). Ridley
(1989) discusses the concept of "cultural countertransference" and suggests that the mere
presence of a client may evoke intense feelings similar to those the therapist experienced
in past interactions with members of the client's social identity group. Minrath (1985)
explores how the feelings, attitudes, and biases of white therapists negatively impact their
therapeutic relationships with clients of color. She argues that some white therapists may
choose to work with clients of color to achieve a sense of superiority. If therapists react
out of their feelings of guilt and remorse they may be overzealous or attempt to prove to
the client that they are different from other whites: they are a "good one." Out of their
fears and prejudice, white therapists may try to avoid a client's feelings of anger and
hostility and they may feel frustrated and angry when clients of color “test” them.
There were numerous articles exploring counselors' difficulties working with
specific client groups, including the elderly (Katz & Genevay, 1987; Peake & Philpot,
1991; Stem, Smith & Frank, 1953), and people who had experienced incest and sexual
abuse (Ganzarain & Buchele, 1986). Peake and Philpot (1991) described the dynamics of
working with older clients and how the personal issues of the counselor may interfere
with the therapeutic relationship. Counselors' effectiveness may be negatively influenced
by their expectations and unconscious feelings towards the patient, their feelings about
death, and their own past experiences with similar people. They may feel a wide variety
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of feelings, including anger, pity, fear, confusion, and deep sadness. Counselors may feel
overwhelmed by the feelings and experiences of elderly patients and want to avoid
working with them.
Ganzarain and Buchele (1986) discuss how they experienced being deskilled by
their own extraordinarily intense emotional responses when working with incest survivors.
They suggest that the wide variety of feelings that counselors experience will impact how
they treat their patients (Ganzarain & Buchele, 1986, 550):
Revulsion and disbelief sometimes prevent us from asking or listening in an
effective, helpful manner. Our guilt, fear, and discomfort combined to create
resistances in communicating openly and empathetically with these patients.
Several authors explore how a counselor may make inappropriate choices based
on their internal needs and issues. Corey and Corey (1987) suggest that therapists who
are new to running therapy groups typically feel overwhelmed by their fears of
incompetence and making mistakes, and as a result, they may make ineffective
interventions out of their unresolved personal issues. They identified three specific
examples:
- if counselors need approval, then they may avoid confrontations
- if they have a need for control and power, they may be overdirective
- if they have a need to be liked and adored, they may choose techniques that demonstrate
their expertise regardless of the appropriateness for the group
Corey, Corey, Callanan, and Russell (1988) challenge counselors to know their
motivations for using various techniques and identify a number of ways that therapists
inappropriately choose interventions to meet their own needs, including steering
members away from certain feelings with which the counselor is uncomfortable, using
techniques to meet their power and prestige needs or to cover up their fears, trying to
create an artificial sense of closeness if they are uncomfortable with the tension in the
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group, and maneuvering clients into deep cathartic emotional expression prematurely to
feel challenged or that they are doing ’'real work."
A common thread through most of these examples of ineffective responses is how
counselors selectively gather information and data about incidents and, whether
consciously or unconsciously, their intrapsychic issues and initial feelings influence and
filter what they selectively notice, remember, and attend to (Gambrill, 1990). Gambrill
(1990, 43) suggests that "emotional reactions affect what clinicians notice, what they
recall, how they organize information, and the predictions they make." All of these
intrapersonal processes impact how counselors make meaning of the event and choose
how they will respond.
The literature on counselor development was a rich source of the intrapersonal
dynamics and roots that impact how counselors make meaning of events and respond to
triggering situations. Kottler (1994, 26) suggests that counselors may "respond to people
based not only on what they are doing but on who they remind us of, how the situation
resembles others we have lived through previously, and how we perceive their behavior
as filtered through our subjective impressions.” Counselors manifest dysfunctional
behaviors in response to their personal needs and issues, including a need for control,
narcissism, discomfort with negative emotions, low self esteem, and lack of confidence.
They are often unaware of how their unresolved issues and unfulfilled needs from the
past impact every aspect of the counseling session (Kottler, 1992).
A therapist's own wounds blurt from his or her mouth, disguised as
help (Butler, 1992, 21).
Kottler (1995) offered an insightful reflection about the roots of his own
triggering events.
I came to realize that the parts of them I had difficulty with were the same
things that I most despised in myself (Kottler, 1995, 40).

36

It takes a significant amount of self-confidence, centeredness, and humility for people to
participate in the depth of honest self-reflection and analysis to understand and “own”
that the issues that trigger them are often a reflection of their own “unfinished” personal
work.
A few authors discussed some of the competencies that help counselors to
respond more effectively in triggering situations. They need to identify their "early
warning signals" or cues that indicate they are becoming triggered and the common
ineffective ways that they react when triggered (Kottler, 1994). Counselors need to
identify their assumptions (Cooper & Lewis, 1983) and to be aware of their unspoken set
of rules and expectations regarding appropriate client behavior (Fremont & Anderson,
1988).
Counselors need to develop a number of skill sets including the ability to
recognize when their irrational beliefs and dysfunctional self-talk influence their
emotions and actions and then interrupt and reframe their self-statements (Kottler, 1994).
They need the skills to manage their emotional, physiological, and behavioral reactions
(Gambrill, 1990) during triggering events. They need the ability to view situations from
different perspectives, identify alternatives, and understand possible consequences of
their actions (Cooper & Lewis, 1983).
There were a few attitudes identified as helpful foundations for managing triggers
including having courage in the face of uncertainty (Cooper & Lewis, 1983) and the
ability to view their mistakes as learning opportunities (Kottler, 1994). Counselors need
to demonstrate a life-long commitment to their personal development to become fully
functioning professionals and human beings (Kottler, 1992). This would involve
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resolving their intrapsychic and intrapersonal issues that are the roots of their triggering
events and applying any resulting insights in their life and work (Kottler, 1994; Powell,
Zehm, & Kottler, 1995). In addition counselors may need to confront their own
addictions and issues of codependency (Powell, Zehm, & Kottler, 1995).
One of the specific strategies identified for counselors to manage themselves
when triggered is to use cognitive restructuring techniques to shift their internal
triggering thoughts and feelings (Novaco, 1975). Another is to reflect on how their own
assumptions, feelings, and intrapersonal needs and issues contributed to their feeling
triggered (Novaco, 1975; Powell, Zehm, & Kottler, 1995). Counselors can notice and
name their feelings and reactions in the moment (Novaco, 1975). Their willingness to
demonstrate their vulnerability by expressing their fears tends to disarm the tension and
evoke compassion from others (Greenberg & Johnson, 1988). They could “test” to see if
anyone else has a similar feeling or reaction (Fremont & Anderson, 1988; Novaco, 1975)
and invite others to respond to the situation (Novaco, 1975). In whatever ways they
choose to respond, it is helpful when counselors intentionally model the skills they want
their clients to learn (Kottler, 1992).
Multicultural Counseling
While much of the literature on multicultural counseling does not directly
describe the phenomenon of triggering events, it does identify the competencies
counselors need to be effective with clients from various ethnic and racial social identity
groups. It specifically examines how the culture and socialization of counselors influence
their ability to develop productive relationships and to make accurate assessments and
appropriate interventions (Axelson, 1985; Pedersen, Draguns, Lonner, & Trimble, 1989;
Ramirez, 1991).
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Abemethy (1995) uses the term “anger-provoking incidents” to describe the
phenomenon of triggering events for counselors who provide cross-racial therapy.
She encourages counselors to identify the source and precipitants of their anger,
including being viewed as racist and representing ’’the system,” having racist comments
directed towards you or others, and being accused of not being qualified and only getting
your position because of preferential treatment. The focus of her anger management
training is to help counselors manage and control their angry reactions and to practice
more effective responses to interactions that are anger-provoking. She maintains that it
requires significant internal and external resources to manage the intense anger that
emerges in counseling interactions.
A few authors explored the impact of social group membership as a factor that
impacts how counselors make meaning of incidents and choose their response in the
moment. Counselors from subordinate groups may feel an inordinate pressure to perform
and succeed in order to be a "credit" to their group (Arredondo, Toporek, Brown, Jones,
Locke, Sanchez, & Stadler, 1996). They may be especially sensitive to situations where
they feel questioned or challenged or where they might be seen as incompetent or
unprepared. Slavin, Rainer, McCreary, and Gowda (1991) offer additional roots of
triggering events related to social identity group membership. They suggest that the
experiences of members of different cultural groups affect the nature and frequency of
stressful events. A counselor who is a member of a subordinate group may experience
events as triggers when their colleagues from the corresponding dominant group do not.
If they are carrying emotions from the cumulative impact of repeated incidents of
discrimination they may be far more sensitive and aware of "minute aggressions" and the
more "subtle" forms of prejudice and differential treatment. Counselors who have
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internalized many of the negative stereotypes, assumptions, and role expectations about
their own subordinate group may be more collusive than others from their group who are
grounded in a position of pride and self-confidence. Belonging to various social identity
groups affects a person’s perception about the availability of resources and coping options
and their expectations for successful coping. For example, a member of a subordinate
group may not see the option to use their power to directly confront members of
dominant groups or they may realize the very real negative consequences if they choose
to be assertive and state their needs.
Arredondo, Toporek, Brown, Jones, Locke, Sanchez, and Stadler (1996) argue
that therapists make misattributions due to their lack of cultural awareness and their
discomfort with interracial interactions. They invite counselors to discover how their past
experiences, or lack of, with people of various racial groups has influenced their comfort
level, assumptions, and actions towards them. They challenge therapists to honestly
explore how they might respond differently to clients who have varying social identities,
including an overweight white teenager, an older professional black woman, a working
class white man, or a gay Latino lawyer.
Ramirez (1991) states that most counseling models ignore the critical impact that
a therapist's personality has on the outcomes of counseling. She challenges therapists to
understand how their preferred styles and abilities have been shaped by their socialization
and life experiences and to become aware of their own effectiveness and comfort range
when working across racial and ethnic differences. Christensen (1985) agrees that
traditional counseling is focused more on an emphasis on the intrapsychic issues of the
client rather than a balanced analysis of the issues of both counselor and client. She
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believes that a counselor's perceptions and biases adversely affect the counseling
relationship and challenges counselors to examine themselves along the same issues and
dimensions they use to diagnose their clients. One of the obstacles to becoming a
culturally competent counselor is that there is very little training to help trainees become
aware of their own prejudice and stereotypes (McRae & Johnson, 1991; Sue & Sue,
1990). Sue and Sue (1990) encourage counselors to adequately work through their
feelings of doubt, guilt, and fear related to working across racial differences to minimize
how their biases and values interfere in the therapeutic relationship.
There are a number of core competencies in this literature that are relevant to this
study. Counselors need a solid knowledge base including an understanding of the
dynamics of the system of oppression, the roles of dominant and subordinate groups, and
the dynamics of privilege (Sue, Arredondo, & McDavis, 1992), collusion, discrimination,
and prejudice and how these impact them personally and in their work (Arredondo,
Toporek, Brown, Jones, Locke, Sanchez, & Stadler, 1996). They need to understand the
current and historical context (Cooper & Lewis, 1983) of the types of oppression and
discrimination that are relevant in their clients’ lives. Counselors need to understand their
own world view and those of people who are different from themselves (Sue, Arredondo,
& McDavis, 1992). In addition they need to be aware of various cultural cues in
communication processes (Sue, Bernier, Durran, Feinberg, Pedersen, Smith, & VasquezNuttall, 1982) and culturally determined modes for expressing and dealing with emotions
(Christensen, 1985).
Authors in this counseling literature identified a range of self-awareness
competencies that counselors need to be effective in multicultural counseling settings.
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It is critical that counselors first acknowledge their cultural values, biases, and
stereotypes and then identify how their prejudice negatively influences their effectiveness
(Arredondo, Toporek, Brown, Jones, Locke, Sanchez, & Stadler, 1996). Counselors need
a thorough understanding of how they were socialized and their own cultural heritage
(Sue, Bernier, Durran, Feinberg, Pedersen, Smith, & Vasquez-Nuttall, 1982). They need
to see the relationship between their various social group identities and their world views
and biases (David & Erickson, 1990). They need to own all aspects of their various social
identity group memberships and understand how they have been influenced by
oppression in their dominant and subordinate group roles (Arredondo, Toporek, Brown,
Jones, Locke, Sanchez, & Stadler, 1996). They need to explore how their membership in
different social identity groups influences how they appraise events as triggers and
understand the impact of their group memberships on the level of chronic stress they
experience. If counselors acknowledge how oppression influences stressful events for
members of subordinate groups, they may develop a more realistic appraisal of situations
and minimize their unproductive self-blame (Slavin, Rainer, McCreary, & Gowda, 1991).
Counselors need to first assess their current comfort level in working with people
from various dominant and subordinate groups (Arredondo, Toporek, Brown, Jones,
Locke, Sanchez, and Stadler, 1996) and then actively work to increase their comfort with
working with all types of diversity. It is critical that counselors know the limits of their
competencies and expertise and work within the areas they are most effective (Sue,
Arredondo, & McDavis, 1992). They need to actively engage in an ongoing process of
questioning and challenging their theoretical frameworks, assumptions, biases, attitudes,
core beliefs, actions, and values (Arredondo, Toporek, Brown, Jones, Locke, Sanchez, &
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Stadler, 1996). They need to seek out personal and professional development growth
opportunities to address their limitations and continually improve their competencies
(Arredondo, Toporek, Brown, Jones, Locke, Sanchez, & Stadler, 1996).
Group Dynamics
This literature is deeply rooted in the laboratory education and human relations
training fields and focuses on helping small group leaders, organization development
consultants, and trainers develop the necessary competencies to facilitate personal growth
and the development of high performing teams. Kurt Lewin, renowned as one of the key
founders of the field, described behavior as a function of the person and the environment
(Wessler & Wessler, 1980). A number of authors build on this concept and directly
explore triggering events in the relationship between intrapersonal issues and trainer
effectiveness (Hanson & Lubin, 1987; Phillips, 1987; Schutz, 1966; Tannenbaum &
Schmidt, 1973). They use the terminology of the "self as instrument" suggesting that the
self is the trainer's most important intervention tool (Corey, Corey, Callanan, & Russell,
1988; Phillips, 1987; Shea & Berg, 1987).
Pfeiffer and Jones (1974) argue that trainer development programs need to
address the four key facets of training: skills, theory, technique, and the self as an
instrument. Hanson and Lubin (1987) describe how trainers who possess technical
expertise but little self-awareness can do more harm than good by being insensitive to
their impact on others and unable to differentiate between their own needs and those of
group members.
Caplan (1969) describes situations where even well-trained and experienced
consultants encounter situations which are beyond their knowledge and skills and may
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experience an emotional reaction ranging from mild tension to a crisis response that
upsets their emotional equilibrium. They are unable to manage the event effectively
because they have either become too identified or personally attached to the situation, or
because the incident stimulates some personal sensitivity. Schwarz (1994) uses the
terminology of “hot buttons” to describe situations that have a particularly strong
meaning for the trainer and that lead them to respond dysfunctionally and defensively.
/

A trainer’s effectiveness is often compromised when they are triggered. They may
become completely distracted and obsess about the incident (Schwarz, 1994). If they stay
focused on the event and their triggered reactions they are unable to give their full
attention to what is occurring in the group (Hanson, 1987). Trainers may react
automatically and unintentionally (Hanson, 1987). They make a premature diagnosis and
miss vital data (Schwarz, 1994) and intervene without having thought through the
appropriateness of their actions. Trainers are less able to use effective techniques and
coping strategies, and have a higher tendency to overreact in these situations (Argyris,
1973). They have a decreased tolerance for ambiguity and stress and may be especially
susceptible to experiencing additional incidents as triggers (Argyris, 1973).
The literature on group dynamics was a rich source of examples of ineffective
responses to triggering situations. When triggered, trainers may react in a wide variety of
ways that undermine the seminar's goals and effectiveness. Schwarz (1994, 194)
maintains that the "suggestion here is not that negative emotions are inherently
dysfunctional. Rather...(trainers) think and act dysfunctionally when they experience and
act on their negative emotions prematurely, before testing the assumptions or inferences
on which their emotions are based." Argyris (1973) offers several examples of how
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trainers may react inappropriately. If trainers have anxiety about their level of
competence then they may feel triggered when they are questioned by group members.
In response, they may interpret the question as a challenge to their credibility or
competence, lose their sense of self, and try to assert their competence by proving the
participant wrong. Another example is if trainers have a high need for acceptance and
approval then they may view disagreement from a participant as a personal rejection.
They may inappropriately focus their attention on defending their views since they feel
they are actually defending their essence as a person.
Schwarz (1994) outlines additional examples of how intrapersonal issues
influence inappropriate trainer responses. Facilitators who have problems with ambiguity
may prematurely intervene and interrupt the natural flow of the group's process. Trainers
with a high need for approval may compete with their co-facilitator or the leaders in the
group. Facilitators may inappropriately confront or avoid engaging with the leader of the
group if they have problems with authority.
A number of authors described other examples of ineffective responses. Trainers
may focus on information that validates their expectations and assumptions while
overlooking or misinterpreting data that do not support their beliefs (Johnson, 1990).
They may tend to keep trying an intervention until it "works" or manipulate activities in
an attempt to create a "successful" session (Argyris, 1973). They may try to “change”
participants and force them to adopt the "right" attitudes and values (Steele, 1975).
Trainers may become totally focused on defending their viewpoints and become
preoccupied with “winning” and try to prove their competence by making the participants
"wrong". As a result they are less likely to take risks (Argyris, 1973) and flow with the
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needs of the group. Trainers with a need for adulation may make interventions and use
activities that demonstrate their expertise regardless of their appropriateness in the
moment (Corey & Corey, 1987). They may try to foster dependency from group
members to meet their own personal needs to feel important, "one-up," and superior, or to
feel useful and worthwhile (Gibb, 1982). They may choose techniques to protect
themselves or to meet their own needs for power, prestige, or control (Corey, Corey,
Callanan, & Russell, 1988). Trainers may interrupt or “talk down” to participants in
patronizing ways (Schein, 1969). They may view participants as the enemy (Schein,
i

1969) and seek revenge and retaliation (Johnson, 1990) or try to punish them (Gibb,
1982).
Hanson (1987) challenges the common belief that external events cause feelings
by suggesting that if this were true, then all of the people experiencing the same event
should have the exact same reactions and feelings. In contrast he argues that the personal
issues and feelings of the trainer impact how they react to stimuli and that a current
situation can trigger emotions that may be dormant or simmering below conscious
awareness. A number of other authors concur with this stance and suggest that the
personal needs of trainers, including their unconscious memories and learnings from
childhood (Tannenbaum & Schmidt, 1973) and their needs for inclusion, control or
affection (Schutz, 1966) can shade, drive, or even block their hypotheses, diagnoses, and
interventions and result in inappropriate and counterproductive leadership behaviors
(Argyris, 1973; Lubin & Eddy, 1987; Phillips, 1987). Lubin and Eddy (1987) ask
whether novice or less competent trainers choose interventions to satisfy their needs for
control, recognition, and affection rather than meeting the needs of participants. Schwarz
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(1994) concurs that a facilitator's personal issues, including their problems with authority,
ambiguity, status, and intimacy, can influence their observations and actions.
Authors from this literature discussed a wide range of competencies that trainers
and consultants need to be effective in their work. Hanson (1987) suggests that if trainers
increase their self-awareness of the stimuli to which they are sensitive, how they interpret
the events, and how their reactions reflect their interpretations, then they will respond
more appropriately to these events, both internally and externally. Trainers need to
understand how they typically react and manage their feelings when they are triggered
(Argyris, 1973). They need to develop a thorough understanding of how their
intrapersonal dynamics, past experiences, “unfinished business,” and issues from their
current life affect their emotional reactions, appraisals and choices of intervention
(Argyris, 1973; Corey & Corey, 1987; Lubin & Eddy, 1987; Phillips, 1987).
Trainers need to develop the skills of witnessing (Hanson, 1987) and the ability to
observe what is occurring in themselves and others without judgment or interpretation.
They need the ability to stay present in the moment and focused on what is going on in
the group and not become distracted or driven by what is happening within themselves
(Phillips, 1987). Trainers need the ability to "track," to describe in accurate detail what
they observe and experience (Schwarz, 1994) and to distinguish between "facts" and any
inferences or assumptions they make (Steele, 1975). They need to demonstrate an
expertise in diagnosing situations at the individual, interpersonal, group, and systems
levels and the ability to evaluate group processes and dynamics (Corey & Corey, 1987).
Trainers need the reflective capacity to make conscious, informed, and intentional
choices of interventions and to take action while simultaneously reflecting on that action
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(Argyris & Schon, 1974). They need the skills to analyze and problem-solve as they are
experiencing triggering events so that they can identify the triggering incident, its
underlying roots, and identify strategies to manage the situation. (Schein, 1969). They
need to understand the differences between the intent and impact of behavior on others
(Bradford, 1975) and have the ability to monitor, diagnose, and change their behavior in
the moment while working with participants (Schwarz, 1994). There are several
conceptual frameworks that can support trainers in their reflective analyses. Miller,
Nunnally, and Wackman (1976) describe the five types of cognitive processes that occur
on “The Awareness Wheel:” sensation, interpretation, feeling, intending, and action.
They suggest that people can increase their effectiveness by understanding the inter¬
relatedness of these dynamics and identifying the stage they are in during conversations.
The “Ladder of Inference” (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994) is another
model to help trainers diagnose their internal processes and identify how these influence
the decisions and actions they make. They describe a “reflexive loop” that describes howtrainers select data from their observations and then add their own meanings, make
assumptions, and draw conclusions. These in turn impact what beliefs they adopt which
then influence the actions they take.
It is critical that trainers possess a full repertoire of diagnostic and intervention
tools and understand when and how to respond in a wide variety of situations (Argyris,
1973; Schwarz, 1994). They should be clear which theories and frames of reference they
use to diagnose, make meaning, and guide their responses (Lippitt, 1984) and understand
their personal motives for their interventions (Argyris, 1973).
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Trainers need to possess basic facilitation skills including active listening (Corey &
Corey, 1987) and the ability to ask effective questions, ask for clarification, and paraphrase
to ensure understanding (Hanson & Lubin, 1987). They need to be able to give and receive
feedback (Golden, 1989) without experiencing or creating a defensive reaction (Schwarz,
1994). They need to differentiate between feedback that is helpful criticism and comments
that reflect the transference issues of participants (Corey & Corey, 1987).
A number of authors referenced specific competencies for “using the self as
instrument.” Trainers need to realize how their emotions provide a critical source of
information about what is occurring in the group and in themselves (Johnson & Johnson,
1982) and identify ways to use their emotions effectively to guide their interventions.
Trainers need the skills to use “here-and-now” experiences as vehicles for participant
learning (Argyris, 1973). This may involve sharing their feelings, perspectives, and
experiences when triggered if these are relevant to seminar goals (Hanson and Lubin,
1987). To do this effectively they need to be able to distinguish their own issues and
feelings from those they might be carrying for the group (Shea & Berg, 1987). Trainers
need the skills to admit when they made a mistake or acted dysfunctionally and to identify
the impact they had on others (Schwarz, 1994).
A few authors offered examples of the competencies necessary to use the
“resistance” of participants to further the learning in the moment. Trainers need to be able
to facilitate the open expression of conflict and controversy (Corey & Corey, 1987) and
untangle conflicts (Schwarz, 1994). They need to be able to use "meta-interventions" which
reference the group's process and help participants explore their issues, feelings, and
underlying problems (Schwarz, 1994). Trainers need to be able to facilitate the open
expression of feelings (Corey & Corey, 1987) and work effectively with participants who
express emotions (Steele, 1975). They need the skills to manage the personal feelings they
experience as the targets of a participant's hostility, transference, countertransference, and
dependency needs (Benne, Bradford, Gibb, and Lippitt, 1975).
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There were a range of personal qualities identified in the literature that help trainers
and consultants in their work. Trainers need the courage to admit mistakes, to act on their
beliefs and hunches (Corey & Corey, 1987), and to discuss the "undiscussables" (Schwarz,
1994). They need to demonstrate tolerance and respect for the values, behaviors, and
perspectives of others (Corey & Corey, 1987). Trainers need to demonstrate a deep level of
“unconditional regard” and acceptance of others without judgment or evaluation (Pfeiffer,
1990). They need to show themselves this same level of tolerance and acceptance and not
be overly self-critical (Corey & Corey, 1987). They need the patience to hold back and let
the participants do most of the work (Lippitt, 1975). They need to not rush an intervention
or a diagnosis and to realize that if a behavior is important enough to intervene on, it will
reoccur in the group (Schwarz, 1994). They need the patience to deal with participants at
their own pace (Pfeiffer, 1990). Trainers need to be emotionally present and open to being
touched by the emotions and experiences of others (Corey & Corey, 1987). Trainers need
to be willing to “lean into discomfort,” move towards their anxieties and choose
opportunities for personal growth (Steele, 1975).
There were a number of specific strategies authors recommended for managing
difficult moments. Trainers can use a number of grounding techniques to regain composure
and try to remember times they overcame similar fears (Johnson, 1990). They could ask the
participant(s) for more information to gain a clearer understanding of their message and
assumptions, and then paraphrase what the person said to check for accuracy (Johnson,
1990). The trainer could state their intentions and describe their experiences, feelings, and
perceptions to try to create a shared understanding of the situation (Johnson, 1990). It
might be useful at times for trainers to express their anger and protect themselves from a
participant who is threatening and aggressive (Argyris, 1973).
Anger is a valid defense against a real enemy (Argyris, 1973, 148).
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Training and Development
This literature explores the issues, skills, and knowledge competencies to support
human resources and training professionals develop more effective and efficient
organizations, primarily in the business and corporate arena. There were very few
references to the phenomenon of triggering events. The emphasis of many authors is on
teaching the various "nuts and bolts" of design and facilitation (Davis, 1974; Materka,
1986; Warshauer, 1988) and providing trainers with detailed instructions for how to use
specific activities in workshops with little to no mention of personal awareness
competencies for trainers or the possibility of experiencing stressful events (Fluegelman,
1976; Rohnke, 1984; Weinstein & Goodman, 1980). A few authors go beyond these basics
and explore strategies for dealing with "difficult participants" (Cooper & Heenan, 1980;
Smith, 1984); nonetheless, the assumption is that trainers are readily able to implement the
specific "how to" techniques provided. There was little emphasis on helping the trainer
understand how and why they might perceive these situations as involving "difficult
participants," nor suggestions for how to manage their intrapersonal experiences.
A few articles come closer to the concept of triggering events in their discussion of
"training horrors," those events that trainers feel anxious and fearful of encountering
(Pickren & Blitzer, 1992). However, there is no reference to the intrapsychic issues of
trainers nor how these impact their appraisal of events as horrors; instead, the authors offer
a variety of classroom management principles and techniques as solutions. Trainers can use
a number of physical techniques to manage their physiological reactions to triggering
events, including deep breathing and stretching exercises (Thomsett, 1989). They could
focus on something else besides the triggering event, including an inanimate object or a
scene in their mind (Boyd, 1992). Trainers can “go within” and be still until their regain
their composure or find a way to vent their emotions and "cool off," including talking to a
colleague or writing out their feelings in a journal (Soloman, 1990). There are a number of
techniques trainers can use to take time when they are triggered to reflect and plan their
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response, including have participants write down and then read out their view of the
situation (Myers, 1992), putting the participants into pairs to discuss their feelings and
reactions (Lipshitz, Friedman, & Omer, 1989), and using an activity participants do
individually, such as journaling, visualizations, or reading (Pickren & Blitzer, 1992).
It might be useful for trainers to share some of their thoughts and feelings with
participants and acknowledge where they are right or identify the "common ground" of
agreement (Soloman, 1990). Other helpful techniques are to acknowledge and own their
mistakes and inappropriate behavior (Soloman, 1990) and to encourage participants to
express their resistance. Trainers can then focus on the content of the argument and use it
as a vehicle for learning (Lipshitz, Friedman, & Omer). Trainers may need to ask for help
from participants and co-facilitators. If they have lost their thoughts, they can admit it and
ask others to get them back on track (Boyd, 1992). At times it might be necessary for
trainers to focus on maintaining a safe learning environment by using classroom
management techniques, including clarifying the ground rules (Thompson, 1991), setting
consequences for failing to meet expectations (Myers, 1992), interrupting dysfunctional
behavior (Myers, 1992), and refusing to continue the conversation if the participant is
abusive, demeaning, or rude (Soloman, 1990).
Teacher Education
Literature on teacher education focuses primarily on helping novice educators
develop the necessary competencies to teach youth in the classroom. A number of authors
explore sources of teacher anxiety, including learner resistance (Brookfield, 1990),
maintaining discipline, being liked, making mistakes, and being competent (Coates &
Thorensen, 1976). However, there were few references to the intrapersonal and
intrapsychic aspects of stressor events. Bowman (1989, 449) suggests that if "one looks at
teacher education curricula, one rarely finds much emphasis on self-understanding.
Teachers are generally given very little help using reflection and self-knowledge." Ashton

52

(1984) argues that teachers seem to be unreflective about their work and that they seem to
be more reflexive than reflective.
A number of articles explore the sources of teacher anxiety (Cedoline, 1982; Coates
& Thorensen, 1976; Parkay, 1980; Truch, 1980). In their review of research on teacher
anxiety Coates and Thorensen (1976) identify the internal and external stressors teachers
report as the sources of their anxiety and suggest a variety of strategies for stress
management to help teachers control both their internal and external reactions that might
interfere with effective teaching. They call for additional research to study how stress
management techniques help teachers to pinpoint the sources of their stress, examine the
antecedents and consequences of their anxiety, and reduce their stress.
Parkay (1980) explores how teachers respond to "anxiety-provoking environmental
conditions" in inner city schools and identified three teacher types. The group that
experienced the greatest amount of job-related stress and tension in the classroom felt
frustrated, exploited, and ineffective, tended to use the strategies of fight or flight, and
maintained high social and empathic distance from students. The group with a low level of
job-related stress and little classroom conflict was concerned with establishing open, warm,
and humane relationships with students and expressed accepting and caring attitudes
towards them. The third group also experienced minimal conflict and stress in the
classroom. This group was very task-oriented and depended on school policies and rules to
manage conflict. These teachers emphasized productivity and achievement rather than
authentic teacher-student relationships.
Fimian and Santoro (1983) identify the manifestations of job-related stress for
special education teachers. The strongest emotional responses were becoming frustrated,
feeling mentally exhausted, experiencing excessive worry, and feeling pressured,
depressed, and anxious. The strongest and most frequent physiological manifestations of
job-related stress were headaches, physical exhaustion, becoming easily fatigued, physical
weakness, stomach acid, and feeling one's heart racing and pounding.
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Cedoline (1982) discusses how teachers can trigger their own stress reactions
through their perceptions. If they perceive threat or discomfort then these thoughts activate
psychological and physiological stress responses. Strategies for change include identifying
inner dialogue, understanding personal symptoms of stress and burnout, and using
appropriate interventions at the various parts of the stress cycle.
A few authors directly explore the phenomenon of triggering events for teachers.
Herbert Greenberg (1969) discusses stressor events that involve a teacher's social identity
group memberships. He argues that teachers may feel threatened or defensive if students
from subordinate groups express their anger at the teacher who is a member of a dominant
group. Another example occurs when students of a dominant group act out of their
stereotypes and prejudice towards a teacher who is a member of the subordinate group.
Feelings of inferiority and superiority, rejection and hurt, protection
and withdrawal, are all part and parcel of majority-minority group
relations in our society. The teacher does not shed these feelings
when she (sic) relates to children (Greenberg, 1969, 47).
Greenberg (1969) explores the stereotypes and assumptions of teachers as one
possible root of stressor events. He suggests that teachers will initially react out of their
socialization, stereotypes, and group membership when they do not know the students
personally. When teachers unconsciously act on their prejudice the students will react to
their actions and teachers may feel blindsided. When teachers are triggered they react in
ways that are counterproductive to classroom learning, including focusing on themselves,
not noticing the subtle cues from students, being less spontaneous and less empathetic,
and losing their patience. White and Phair (1986) identify the feelings teacher experience
when they work with children with disabilities, including profound sadness, anger, guilt,
fear, jealousy, hopelessness, and exhaustion. Teachers may react out of these feelings in
ways that negatively impact the children by denying, minimizing, and avoiding the
issues, pressures, and problems that students encounter, displacing their anger onto the
children by blaming them, being overprotective, and viewing suggestions as criticism.
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Bowman (1989) argues that teachers need to develop greater self-knowledge and
self-reflection so that they can better understand how their past experiences and present
concerns impact children, regardless if they feel comfortable with this process:
Requiring teachers to look inward at themselves, at their fear, anxieties,
disappointments- even looking inward on what makes them happy or satisfied-can
make them uncomfortable. People create defenses against knowing about
themselves when self-knowledge is too painful (Bowman, 1989, 449).
Teachers who fail to develop these skill sets may overlook or ignore a child's pain or
struggle and fail to provide effective and supportive interventions that facilitate child
development.
A few authors identified how teachers respond in less effective ways during
stressful situations. They may become more impatient (Greenberg, 1969), rigid and
inflexible, and find it hard to maintain empathy (Cedoline, 1982). They may tend not to
see intervention opportunities and may minimize or deny the problems and experiences
of students in order to avoid addressing them (White & Phair, 1986).
A few authors explored some possible intrapersonal dynamics that impact how
teachers make meaning of events. Greenberg (1969) identified faulty beliefs and
perceptions that teachers may hold, including “I have to love everyone and treat them all
the same,” “I have to know all the answers,” and “I must remain calm and control my
feelings.” Cedoline (1982) noted a few others, including “I am incapable,” “I am
worthless,” and “I'm not very important.” There are a number of fears that teachers may
feel, including the fear of losing control or being taken advantage of (Patterson, 1973),
the fears of intimacy, criticism, or hostility (Salzberger-Wittenberg, Henry, & Osborne,
1983), the fear of rejection, disapproval, and being ignored (Greenberg, 1969), and the
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fear of getting overburdened by needs and problems of learners (Salzberger-Wittenberg,
Henry, & Osborne, 1983)
Greenberg (1969) explored how a teacher’s social identity group memberships
may impact how they respond in stressful situations. He suggests that a teacher might
react harshly out of internalized oppression if a student from their subordinate group acts
in ways that reinforces group stereotypes. He believes the teacher's reaction is rooted in
their fear that they will be associated with the student and judged and treated negatively
as a result. A related situation can occur if a teacher sees some of the characteristics and
qualities they dislike in themselves reflected in a student. They might react to the learner
out of hatred and disgust (Greenberg, 1969). Reactions of teachers from dominant groups
may be rooted in their feelings of prejudice, superiority, shame, fear, and pity if they have
had little experience with members of the subordinate group (Greenberg, 1969). Their
attempts to appear helpful and the "do-gooder" may be covering up deeper feelings of
embarrassment, disgust, shame, or anger.
One source referenced the possibility that the current stimulus in the classroom
might re-activate personal situations for teachers. Salzberger-Wittenberg, Henry, and
Osborne (1983, 62) suggest that having empathy for others "will evoke in us some of the
anxieties we have experienced in similar situations in our childhood or our present life
situation. The strength of the reverberation in ourselves will depend on whether they hit a
particular vulnerable spot within ourselves..."
One additional source of roots of triggering events may be the current life
experiences that teachers bring with them into the classroom (Greenberg, 1969). They
may be carrying significant emotions from experiences in their personal lives, including
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sadness over a recent divorce or death, anger about how their children were treated at
school, or fear about their financial security. Teachers may respond inappropriately to an
incident that they would have handled far more effectively if they had not been filled
with stress and emotions.
There were a number of competencies suggested in the literature. Teachers need
to possess a full repertoire of strategies to manage themselves and students effectively
during triggering events (Greenberg, 1969).
There is...no virtue in being a sponge-like absorber of painful emotions,
becoming a martyr who takes upon himself (sic) all the suffering of the
world. This only makes one the object of exploitation, a dustbin, and
prevents one from helping the student face and grapple with a painful
conflict (Salzberger-Wittenberg, Henry, & Osborne, 1983, 62).
Teachers need to know how to maintain a sense of discipline in the classroom and how to
intervene and interrupt inappropriate and dysfunctional behavior (Valli, 1992). It is
critical that teachers identify their reactions and interventions that undermine seminar
goals and understand how these responses negatively impact the learning environment
(Greenberg, 1969).
Teachers need to know a range of techniques to help them reduce their feelings to
manageable proportions (Greenberg, 1969) so they do not interfere with their
effectiveness. They need the ability to "choose their battles," and trust that some
situations will take care of themselves over time (Fogg, 1985).
To survive a normal teaching day, teachers must choose with great care
which behavior to deal with and which to let go by (Greenberg, 1969, 28).
Intercultural Training
The literature on intercultural training, i.e., training people to live and work in a
culture other than their own, provides useful insights about managing stressful crosscultural situations and the necessary competencies for cross-cultural work (Brislin,
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Cushner, Cherrie, & Yong, 1986). Brislin, Cushner, Cherrie, and Yong (1986) state that
people usually have difficulty moving across cultures and often experience culture shock
and a sense of displacement and uprootedness. They are quickly confronted with the fact
that their previous learning is insufficient and that the behaviors and attitudes that were
necessary for accomplishing goals in other situations are no longer useful.
New cross-cultural workers are not prepared for the frequency of stressor events
nor the impact of their intense emotions (Brislin, Cushner, Cherrie, & Yong, 1986). There
are a number of common factors in cross-cultural work that contribute to the frequency of
stressor events. Bama (1983) identified the following common causes of stress reactions:
ambiguity, lack of certainty, unpredictability, lack of perceived control, self-doubt about
ability to cope, assault on personal values, and feelings of incompetence. Common
internal thoughts, feelings, and attitudes that contribute to creating stressor events are
expecting the situation to have been different, needing to belong and to feel accepted, and
having difficulty dealing with ambiguity (Brislin, Cushner, Cherrie, & Yong, 1986).
People can expect to encounter many unfamiliar demands and to have to make decisions
based on imperfect knowledge. They will continually deal with the unknown and will
spend significant time and energy thinking about the appropriateness of their behaviors.
Some psychological symptoms of anxiety that cross-cultural workers experience
are tension, frequent worry about making mistakes, and feeling useless. Brislin, Cushner,
Cherrie, and Yong (1986) stress the importance of understanding the nature of negative
emotional experiences to prevent the anxiety from becoming debilitating.
Several negative consequences of mismanaging stress are the avoidance of the
people associated with the feelings of anxiety and the loss of opportunities to learn from
these experiences or to have very positive interactions. Trainers may begin to experience
burnout if they encounter these stressors over a long period of time. As a result they may
lose empathy and sympathy and begin to feel unappreciated (Brislin, Cushner, Cherrie, &
Yong, 1986).
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Preparation programs for cross-cultural workers need to help people make their
unconscious patterns of beliefs and behaviors conscious and explicit (Paige & Martin,
1983) and to develop "emotional muscle," the ability to handle strong emotions and stress
that result from conflict and confrontation across value systems (Harrison & Hopkins,
1967). Additional skills sets are anticipating stressor events (Bama, 1983), using feelings
and attitudes as resources for defining and solving problems (Harrison & Hopkins, 1967),
effectively interpreting unexpected behavior (Hughes, 1983), and developing recovery
skills to "repair the damage" of cultural conflicts (Hughes, 1983; Pedersen, 1983).
Authors identified some of the competencies that help trainers work effectively
across cultures. Trainers need a realistic understanding of the pressure, stress, and
emotions (Paige, 1986) they may experience and useful strategies to manage these
appropriately. They need to identify the situations in which they feel stress so that they
can effectively anticipate their occurrence (Bama, 1983). They need to become conscious
of their unconscious patterns of beliefs and behaviors (Paige & Martin, 1983).
Trainers need basic skills in workshop design and facilitation and in managing
group process. They need the skills to help learners reflect on and make meaning of their
experiences and to help them cope with stress, frustration, anxiety, and confusion (Paige,
1986). Trainers need to be able to use their own emotions as data about the process and to
inform their choice of intervention especially when they are triggered and experiencing
strong emotions (Harrison & Hopkins, 1967). They need the ability to minimize how
their feelings interfere with their professional attitudes of tolerance, acceptance, and
impartiality (Bargal and Bar, 1990).
Paige (1986) identified some personal qualities that help trainers do more
effective cross-cultural work. Trainers need an authentic openness to new experiences
and people, and a sense of humor to cope with the pressures they experience. They need
to be flexible and patient with themselves, the participants, and their co-facilitators.

59

Finally, a trainer's self-concept can not be dependent on praise or appreciation from the
participants.
Stress Management
Much of the literature on stress management centers on providing practical
strategies for managing anxiety and stress. A number of articles explore issues that
expand the understanding of the phenomenon of triggering events, including the roles of
appraisals, social identity group memberships, and the physiological response in stressor
events. Selye (1976) outlines the three stages of response to a stimulus: alarm, resistance,
and exhaustion. In the alarm stage the body releases a number of hormones and the
person experiences what is commonly referred to as the "fight or flight" response. In the
resistance stage an individual experiences a range of physiological reactions, including a
rise in their heart beat, changes in their breathing, tightening muscles, and a surge of
energy. The effects of an over-energized body may get in the way of clear thinking and
effective problem solving. In stressful situations people may be less able to react quickly
and "think on their feet" since their attention is focused on managing their bodily
reactions (Albrecht, 1979). The surge of energy they experience in the "alarm stage" may
get in the way of solving problems when there is a need for understanding, calm
deliberation, and empathy (Selye, 1976). If an individual does not interrupt this cycle
they may reach the exhaustion stage where they feel depleted of both energy and
resources for change.
Adams (1987) states that when people experience stress there are more than 70
biological changes taking place preparing for a quick reaction, the fight-or-flight
response. People rarely need this amount of energy in managing modem stressors. If they
bottle up this energy, it has a destructive effect on both the body and on performance.
Keefe (1988) identifies three types of stress: acute stress which is a sudden, time-limited
event, chronic stress which is from protracted or intermittent stressful situations, and
endemic stress which results from a pervasive source of anxiety.
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Lazarus (1981) emphasizes the role individuals play in creating their reactions to
stressor events by how they appraise or make meaning of the incident. If the person
appraises the situation as positive they may feel joy, excitement, love, or relief If they
appraise it as irrelevant or benign they may feel indifferent or have no particular
emotional reaction. If they appraise the event as stressful they may feel fear, anxiety,
anger, envy, jealousy, disgust, or guilt. People appraise an event as stressful if they
believe they may experience harm or loss or feel they do not have the resources to cope
with the situation. The repeated mismanagement of stress may tax coping resources and
increase susceptibility to experiencing further stressor events (Lazarus and Folkman
(1984).
Albrecht (1979) defines a stressor as a perceived or an anticipated event that is
thought to result in unpleasant or painful consequences. He identifies four categories of
emotionally-induced stressors, that is, situations that result from a person's internal
thought processes: time stress, which is anxiety and fear about time; anticipatory stress,
which is worry, anxiety and dread about what could happen; situational stress, which is
fear of a specific situation occurring and the resultant losses; and encounter stress, which
is anxiety about dealing with people. A person's emotions not only trigger the body's
stress response, but they prolong it for as long as the feelings remain. Emotional
reactivity is a learned response and individuals can learn to interrupt the cycle with self¬
management skills to monitor their internal arousal levels and respond to provocative
situations more effectively.
A couple of authors identified strategies to manage stressful events including
changing the subject and re-directing the dialogue or choosing to leave the session for a
period of time to get more centered and prepared to re-engage with the group. (Albrecht,
1979). Nykodym and George (1989) suggest that people first ask themselves what control
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and influence they have over the stressful situation and then accept the fact that they are
powerless over others. It may be more helpful if they focus on what they can change and
let go of the rest.
Helping Professions: Nursing and Social Work
This literature focuses on providing helping professionals with the practical skills,
personal awarenesses, and knowledge competencies to provide a wide range of services
to their clients. There were significant references to the phenomenon of triggering events
for both nurses and social workers in this literature. Grossman, Levine-Jordano, and
Shearer (1990) argue that it is inevitable that social workers will experience strong
emotional reactions to clients, yet note that the phenomenon of stressor events is rarely
discussed in social work education. They emphasize the need to discuss the common
occurrence of emotional reactions in order to normalize the experience and to prepare
students to anticipate and effectively deal with their reactions in the moment. Norman
(1987) agrees that professional training programs need to help social workers learn to
deal with the "emotional by-products" and intrapsychic aspects of working with clients.
Grossman, Levine-Jordano, and Shearer (1990) maintain that it is important that
social workers reflect on their triggering events to identify the source of their reaction and
the person or situation from their past or present that seems similar to the current
situation. They suggest that many social workers' motivation to do this type of work is
rooted in their past experiences of sexual abuse or some other traumatic event. If they are
able to work through and integrate these experiences, they will discover a powerful
source of empathy and knowledge for their work in the field. However, if they are
unaware of how they have been triggered, social workers may react in ways that
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adversely impact the client relationship, including smoothing over emotional reactions,
rationalizing the behavior of abusers, avoiding pertinent issues, avoiding conflict,
interrupting dialogue prematurely, and over-identifying with the client.
Larson (1987) argues that "helpers' secrets," the troubling thoughts and feelings
that helping professionals hide from others, act as internal stressors and affect the health
and job performance of nurses. In her research she identified a number of common
stressors, including self-doubt, feelings of inadequacy, fear of being found out as
incompetent, and terror of making a critical error. Nurses feel resentful and angry that
they are always giving to others when their own needs go unmet. They feel overwhelmed,
overburdened, helpless, and exhausted from the constant demands of their work. When
nurses are carrying this amount of stress their "emotional buttons" get pushed and they
react in ways that are counterproductive, including becoming emotionally and physically
distant from the patient, reacting out of their anger, feeling frustration and impatience
towards the patient and their family, not being empathic and acting "cold," and
withdrawing. They may experience such intense emotions that they are unable to speak
(Snow & Willard, 1989).
Kurland and Salmon (1992) were some of the few authors who explored the
impact of social group identity on stressor events. They suggest that social workers fear
addressing conflict in a group where racial differences are contributing to the situation.
They are afraid of the conflict becoming explosive or unresolvable and may be
uncomfortable with their own racial attitudes and fear they may be seen as racist. Witkin
(1982) stated that social workers make clinical judgments based on prejudice and
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misperceptions and need to become aware of how their judgments are influenced by their
past experiences and biases.
Numerous articles explored the issues of stress and burnout in these helping
professions (Cronin-Stubbs & Brophy, 1985; Dellasega, 1990; Maslach, 1978; Mobily,
Maas, Buckwalter, & Kelley, 1992; Ratliff, 1988; Trygstad, 1986). Maslach (1978) states
that most staff in human services do not receive adequate training and preparation for
handling the chronic emotional stress of their work. If they get burned out, they are
unable to cope with the emotional stressors of the job. She states that staff members have
varying emotional reactions to the same incident and what is emotionally painful for one
person may not pose any special problems for another staff member. Staff may feel
greater emotional stress when they fear that they may someday experience the problems
and crises of their client or if the client's issue resembles a past experience of the staff
member. Mobily, Maas, Buckwalter, and Kelley (1992) describe the cumulative impact
of stressor events and state that once nurses become emotionally exhausted they have
little left to give. In this state they may become psychologically detached or indifferent
and limit their involvement and direct contact with patients and experience feelings of
depression, anger, guilt, inadequacy, and distress.
Coumoyer (1988) suggests that stress is not inherently harmful or dysfunctional
and that a certain amount of stress can be motivational. He argues that stress becomes
distress when it is extreme or prolonged, and when the caseworker makes a dysfunctional
appraisal of stressors and has inadequate coping skills. Common indicators of distress are
decreased objectivity and concentration, restlessness, increased emotional reactivity,
greater anxiety, and irritation.
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Bille (1993) is a nurse and discusses the impact of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) in his own life and the lives of other survivors. He states that the memories of
traumas may stay suppressed and hidden for a long time until some external stimuli
triggers the process of reliving the original trauma.
During any event where anger or heated emotions occur (including a fight
with a spouse or other person), this anger may break through the emotional
inhibitions long enough to transport the PTSD victim back to the original
trauma (Bille, 1993, 24).
Karl (1989) agrees that the memories of traumatic events can be reactivated by similar
situations or feelings that occur in the present. It is difficult for the person to separate the
feelings of the present from those of the past in these moments of restimulated trauma
(Bille, 1993). They may feel confused about why they feel the ways they do (Karl, 1989).
Karl (1989) states that people have limits to the amount and intensity of stress
they can experience before their capacity to cope breaks down. He defines "psychic
trauma" as when an individual experiences a stimulus that is beyond their control and
causes undue stress. He suggests that people can become preoccupied and obsessed with
the event in an attempt to work through it. During a psychic trauma the person may not
have the skills to cope and respond and may feel completely depleted of resources and
numbed out.
Stevenson (1991) explores how helping professionals need to manage their own
emotional reactions when working with clients who are angry and aggressive. It is
important that they identify how their personal issues are affecting interactions with
clients and understand which situations are their common stressor events. Each new
stressor increases anxiety level and arousal and the cumulative impact of this undermines
effective judgment.
Katz and Genevay (1987) identified additional counterproductive emotional and
behavioral reactions in their research of practitioners who work with older adults,
including when they "help" the client to live longer than they wish to because of the
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practitioner's inability to "let go," when they are not able to do effective grief work with
the client and interrupt, avoid, or deny their feelings and experiences, when they
overcompensate and try to "fix it," when they become parental and controlling in their
approach, and when they create a dependent relationship so they feel needed. A number of
authors identified additional ineffective responses in triggering events, including having
difficulty feeling empathy for members of dominant groups (Reynolds-Mejia & Levitan,
1990), wearing protective "masks" to appear that they are in control and perfect (Snow &
Willard, 1989), and taking out their repressed hostility towards their parents on clients
(Stem, Smith, & Frank, 1953).
Several authors identified competencies they felt help social workers and nurses
manage stressful events effectively. It is important that they understand why they are
drawn to this work (Basile & Stone, 1987). They need the ability to empathize and
connect with participants while maintaining some psychological distance from the group
(Maslach, 1978). They have a responsibility to maintain an overall sense of well-being
and centeredness (Stevenson, 1991) and to make a personal commitment to avoid
working when impaired by alcohol or drugs or when any physical or psychological
difficulties interfere with their effectiveness (Rautio, Dean, Howard, Gregg, & Spring,
1990). Helping professionals need to re-experience and process their emotions from the
original traumas in their past (Bille, 1993).
Addictions, Codependency, and Dysfunctional Families
The literature on addictions, codependency, and dysfunctional families provides a
compelling framework for understanding the roots or reasons trainers experience events
as triggers and for identifying ineffective ways they react when triggered. Snow and
Willard (1989) define codependence as a constellation of dysfunctional thoughts,
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feelings, behaviors, and attitudes that children learn as survival strategies in their families
of origin that today "get in the way" of healthy relationships and productive work
environments.
Codependence is already being used as an operational diagnosis by many
chemical dependency and mental health professionals, with specific
treatment planning for that constellation of behaviors (Hogg & Frank,
1992,374).
Snow and Willard (1989) suggest that codependency is one frame for
understanding how several people can experience the same event and have very different
reactions. Beattie (1987) offers a very detailed discussion of the behavioral and emotional
characteristics of codependency. Many of these could impact a trainer’s appraisal of an
event as a trigger, including taking things personally, fear of rejection, fear of making
mistakes, repressed feelings, excessive worry, fear of loss of control, worry about
whether people like you or not, difficulty being open, honest, and assertive, difficulty
trusting their feelings, fear of their own anger, fear of other people's anger, and feeling
helpless. Other roots of triggering events could be the various "rules" that children learn
in alcoholic homes, including avoid conflict, be in control, don’t “rock the boat,” if things
go wrong, find someone or something to blame, and always look on “the bright side” and
ignore distress, hurt, or pain (Bradshaw, 1996; Whitfield, 1990).
A number of authors identified common dysfunctional behavioral patterns.
Woititz (1983) suggests that adult children of alcoholics tend to overreact to changes over
which they have no control, to be self-critical and approval seekers, to be more reactive,
and to have difficulty in awareness and expression of feelings. People who are
codependent often exhibit dysfunctional behavioral and attitudinal responses at opposite
ends of continuums including grandiosity or low self esteem and shame, extreme
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vulnerability or invulnerability, inflexibility and rigidity or fluid personal boundaries and
enmeshment, overly mature or immature, and perfectionist, controlled, and controlling or
procrastinating and chaotic (Mellody, 1989). Gravitz and Bowen (1984) add that children
of alcoholics have a tendency to think in mutually exclusive terms, including right or
wrong, all or nothing, and good or bad. Both addicts and codependents have "frozen
feelings" (Wilson-Schaef, 1986, 1987) and suppress and shut off emotions they believe
they can not handle, including fear, anger, anxiety, panic, rage, joy, and excitement.
When they do experience feelings they are usually very intense, explosive, and
overwhelming (Wilson-Schaef, 1986).
A phenomenon which may be related to the dynamic of "frozen feelings" occurs
when people have "hooked their history" and their feelings of the moment are more
related to past experiences than whatever is happening in the present (Snow & Willard,
1989).
Those things that aren’t working in our lives relate directly to things we
experienced or were taught in our families-of-origin (Snow & Willard,
1989, 87).
Bradshaw (1988) discusses a similar phenomenon when the emotions from painful
experiences that children suppress remain in their memory. Any subsequent feeling,
thought, or experience which even vaguely resembles the original situation can trigger
the memory of the past experience. Snow and Willard (1989) identify a related
occurrence when individuals may "go on overwhelm" where they are expressing what
seems to be a normal manageable feeling and unexpectedly find themselves in deeper
emotions, including rage or panic. Their reactions seem out of proportion to the
triggering event and they may feel powerless to control it.
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Summary Comments
I found a significant gap in the social justice education literature with respect to my
research focus. What was missing was a thoughtful, thorough, and focused discussion of
the characteristics of the triggering events social justice educators experience and the ways
they respond in those moments that either enhance the learning or undermine the seminar
goals. Other areas needing further research were the intrapersonal issues and factors that
influence how educators both make meaning of events as triggers and react in those
situations and the competencies and strategies that help them manage triggering events
more effectively. In the next chapter I discuss the research study I conducted to begin this
critical dialogue.
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CHAPTER 3
DESIGN AND METHODS
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to conduct exploratory research to establish
whether or not social justice educators experience the phenomenon of triggering events. I
had conducted a series of pilot studies several years before beginning my dissertation
research to test out my anecdotal evidence of the widespread occurrence of triggering
events. From 1991-1993 I collected some initial data on triggering events from several
small empirical pilot interviews and through classroom research. I conducted structured
interviews with social justice educators that explored how they experience and manage
their emotions that are "triggered" in seminars (see Appendix K, Interview Protocol for
Pilot Research Project). I gathered additional data in a number of workshops I conducted
for social justice educators that specifically explored issues of responding to triggering
events. In those seminars I collected the examples of incidents where they were triggered
using two different methods: small group brainstorming and individual survey forms (see
Appendix L, Individual Survey Used in Classroom Research Projects). As I analyzed the
data the following themes emerged of examples of triggering events for social justice
educators:
1. situations in which participants express intense feelings in the group or towards the
facilitator
2. disruptive or inappropriate behaviors from participants who are members of dominant
social identity groups
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3. conflict among participants or between the trainer and a participant
4. participants who are resistant or challenge the content material
5. fear that they will “lose control” of the learning environment
6. fear that they will lose control of their own emotions
7. fear of making a mistake and being seen as incompetent
8. fear they will feel overwhelmed and won’t know how to manage the situation
9. problems and conflicts with co-facilitators
This data from my pilot research gave me confidence to go forward with a much more
broadly based systematic exploration of the phenomenon of triggering events for social
justice educators.
In the remainder of this chapter I describe the research design and methods I used in
this project and outline the various processes and procedures for the following: participant
selection; procedures for data collection and analysis; and ways of establishing
trustworthiness.

Overall Approach
In the review of the literature I found no research studies exploring the phenomenon
of triggering events for social justice educators. Therefore, I designed this research project
as an exploratory study using a broad sample to document whether this phenomenon exists
and to discover new insights about triggering events for facilitators (Selltiz, Wrightsman &
Cook, 1976). Kidder (1981) states that formulative research asks the question "What is it?"
and typically uses qualitative research methods.
Selltiz, Wrightsman, and Cook (1976) suggest that the following three processes are
likely to be useful in this type of research:
- review related literature

/
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- survey specialists who have practical experience with the focus of the study
- analyze "insight-stimulating" examples, that is, examples of the phenomenon as
described by the practitioners themselves
I conducted a two-part research project that reflected these core principles
described by Selltiz, Wrightsman, and Cook (1976). In the first part of the study I used
the Critical Incident Technique (Flanagan, 1954) since it is an exploratory qualitative
method of research that is particularly useful in the early stages of understanding a
specific content domain (Woosley, 1986). I asked participants to describe various aspects
of incidents in which they felt triggered when conducting social justice educational
experiences. I gathered critical incidents from 40 social justice educators who reflected a
range of diversity along the dimensions of years of experience, context for training, race,
gender, and sexual orientation.
I interviewed 15 educators and gathered rich in-depth descriptions of their
experiences of triggering events. I used the constant comparative method of qualitative
analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to analyze the data.
Development of the Critical Incident Report
Flanagan (1954) suggests it is useful to obtain written data about the "extremes"
of the activity that is the focus of the study. Therefore, I asked respondents to write two
separate critical incident reports: one detailing a triggering event where they felt satisfied
with how they responded; the other of an incident where they were less satisfied with
how they had responded. Respondents were instructed to answer a number of prompts to
elicit details about the context of the incident, the factors contributing to its occurrence,
how they reacted, and ways they now believed they could have responded more
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effectively. Below I have indicated which questions on the Critical Incident Report Form
(see Appendix C, Critical Incident Report Form) provided data for each of my research
questions:
1. Do social justice educators report that they experience triggering events?
- Questions #la and 2a
2. If so, what are the triggering events they experience?
- Questions #la and 2a
3. How do social justice educators respond to triggering events?
- Questions #lc and 2c
4. What factors and intrapersonal issues influence how educators appraise
situations and respond to triggering events?
- Questions #lb and 2b
5. What competencies and strategies help social justice educators anticipate and respond
effectively to triggering events?
- Questions #ld and 2d
Development of the Interview Guide
I used a focused interview process to provide a framework for the conversation
and gather similar information from all participants. Focused interviews are useful to
explore the subjective experiences of practitioners and to gather their insights and
perspectives of the research phenomenon (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1956). In addition
this approach provided enough flexibility to follow-up and probe participant comments
while allowing them the opportunity to raise issues and insights I may have not
considered (Selltiz, Wrightsman, & Cook, 1976).
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Merton, Fiske, & Kendall (1956) suggest that the interviewer first develop a
content or situational analysis of the field of study to identify the major areas of inquiry.
Through my literature review I acquired a thorough understanding of the phenomenon of
triggering events in social justice educational seminars and in related professional
settings. I revised the original research questions I used in the literature review to develop
the interview guide (see Appendix J, Interview Guide).
The purpose of the interviews was to gather descriptive case analyses of how
social justice educators experience triggering events. I designed the first four questions to
ground the interviewee in the context of triggering events. In Questions Five and Six I
asked the participants to discuss in greater depth two critical incidents: one where they
felt satisfied with their response, and one where they were less satisfied with how they
responded. In Questions Seven I asked the participants to use these examples as well as
their overall experience as social justice educators to discuss the various strategies and
competencies that help educators mange triggering events. In Question Eight I asked the
interviewees to share their reflections about their intrapersonal issues and dynamics that
may have influenced why they had experienced the event as a trigger. In Question Nine I
asked respondents to reflect on their personal journey to develop the competencies and
strategies that help them respond effectively in triggering situations. In Question Ten I
asked them to discuss how they generally viewed triggering events. Question Eleven
gave them the opportunity to add any further comments regarding the phenomenon of
triggering events. Below I have indicated which interview questions provided data for
each of my research questions:
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1.

Do social justice educators report that they experience triggering events?
- Interview questions #2, 3, 4, 5, and 6

2. If so, what are the triggering events they experience?
- Interview questions #3,5, and 6
3. How do social justice educators respond to triggering events?
- Interview questions #4, 5, and 6
4. What factors and intrapersonal issues influence how educators appraise
situations and respond to triggering events?
- Interview questions #1, 5, 6, 8, and 10
5. What competencies and strategies help social justice educators anticipate and respond
effectively to triggering events?
- Interview questions #5, 6, 7, and 9
Piloting the Critical Incident Report and the Interview Guide
I piloted both the Critical Incident Report Form and the Interview Guide with two
separate respondents to see if these research methods elicited the type of information I
was seeking. After they experienced each part of the study, I asked for their feedback on
the following: readability of the Critical Incident Report Form, clarity of terms, concepts,
instructions, and questions, redundancy of items or questions, and time taken to complete.
I made revisions to the report form and interview guide based on their feedback.
Selection of the Participants
I used purposeful and snowball sampling methods (Patton, 1987) to select
respondents to complete the Critical Incident Report Form in order to have a diverse
group by years of experience, race, gender, sexual orientation, and setting of practice. To
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get a broad representation from the field of social justice education I sent Critical Incident
Reports to 200 participants from the following sources:
- authors in the field of social justice education
- trainers of managing diversity seminars
- faculty in social justice related fields at colleges and universities
- current and former graduate students in the Social Justice Education Program at The
University of Massachusetts, Amherst
I received completed Critical Incident Reports from 40 subjects. I chose 15
subjects to participate in the in-depth interviews. Most had completed the Critical
Incident Reports. However, I went outside this original pool to select several additional
subjects in order to create more balance in the demographics of the participants.
Data Collection: Critical Incident Report
I used a checklist to manage the administrative details of this process (see Appendix
A, Data Collection Checklist: Critical Incident Reports). I sent each participant a packet of
information which included a cover letter (see Appendix B, Cover Letter to Critical
Incident Report) in which I described the purpose of the study and invited their
participation, the Critical Incident Report Form (see Appendix C, Critical Incident Report
Form), and an Informed Consent Form (see Appendix H, Informed Consent Form-Critical
Incident Report). In addition I included a Background Information Form (see Appendix D,
Background Information Form) requesting information on their race, gender, age, years of
experience as a social justice educator, and any other social identity group memberships
which they felt relevant to their experiencing triggering events. On this form I asked them
to describe the types of seminars they facilitate as well as the types of participants who
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typically attend their educational sessions. I then asked them to describe how they
personally characterized a "triggering event." The final question on this form asked the
subjects if they would be willing to discuss the possibility of participating in an in-depth
interview to explore their experiences with triggering events. If they were willing, I asked
for their name, phone and fax number, and e-mail address.
I sent the Critical Incident Report to the participants using first-class mail and
included a stamped self-addressed return envelope in each packet.
Data Collection: Interview
I used a checklist (see Appendix E, Data Collection Checklist: Interview) to
organize the data collection processes. I gathered names of the initial pool of possible
interviewees from those who expressed a willingness to discuss their possible participation
on the Background Information Form they filled out with the Critical Incident Report. I
reviewed this pool and realized there were few respondents in several key categories,
including faculty, very experienced educators, white men, men of color, and women of
color. I selected most of the interviewees from the original pool and invited several other
educators to whom I had previously sent Critical Incident Reports to participate in the
interviews.
I interviewed 15 social justice educators whose demographic data reflected a
balance of settings and social identify group memberships. I contacted each person to
confirm their willingness to participate in an interview (see Appendix F, Telephone Script:
Confirming Willingness to Participate in Interview). At that time I explained the nature and
purpose of the interview and arranged a time and place to hold a face-to-face interview that
was convenient to them. One week before the scheduled interview, I called each participant
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to confirm all of the arrangements (see Appendix G, Telephone Script: Confirming Date,
Time, and Location of Interview).
At the beginning of each interview I asked the subject to read and sign an
Informed Consent Form (see Appendix I, Informed Consent Form-Interview). I tape
recorded each interview. The average length of each interview was 1.5 hours. I asked
permission of each subject to call them with any further questions I might have as I
reviewed their interview data. Written transcripts were prepared from the audio tapes of
each interview.
Data Collection: Research Journal
I kept a research journal throughout the research project to record my reflections,
observations, hunches, and noticings about my self as instrument, such as biases,
feelings, assumptions, reactions, etc. I used this tool to collect my thoughts about what
themes, relationships, and gaps I saw emerging from the data, to record my reflections
about changes in the methods and procedures, and to note my ideas about analysis and
tentative coding categories.
Data Analysis: Critical Incident Report
I used the qualitative research method of constant comparison (Glaser & Strauss,
1967) to note the themes and issues that emerged about how educators experienced the
phenomenon of triggering events. I conducted the analysis concurrently with the data
collection process.
Data Analysis: Interview Transcripts
I used similar qualitative methods to analyze the transcripts from the interviews.
As I read the first several transcripts I noted what recurring patterns and categories
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emerged from the data. Over time the boundaries of each category became more defined
as I compared the various incidents within them with each other and with incidents in
other categories. I formulated explicit definitions for each category. I then reread all of
the transcripts and used the coding categories to label units of data that fit within the
definitions or properties of each category. I developed new categories as needed and
noted any relationships or patterns among categories.
Data Analysis: Research Journal
I analyzed my reflections in my research journal using a similar constant
comparison process and used them to inform my analysis of the critical incident and
interview data.
Trustworthiness
Lincoln and Guba (1985) outline criteria for the trustworthiness of qualitative
research: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. To meet the
criteria of credibility I used the following techniques: data triangulation, peer debriefer,
and negative case analysis. I used the tool of data triangulation by using the following
multiple data sources: the literature review; the critical incident reports; the transcripts
from the in-depth interviews; and my research journal. I used a peer debriefer to explore
some of my implicit assumptions, to test my hunches, to review the emerging
methodology, and to express my feelings and reactions to the various aspects of the study
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). In the data analysis I used the technique of negative case
analysis to continue to review the characteristics of any data that did not seem to fit and
then revised my coding categories and hunches to account for all of the various data from
the study (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
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To meet the criteria of transferability I worked to present a "thick description" of
the context of the entire study (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). In addition I used purposeful
sampling to select a diverse group of participants for both phases of the study.
I worked to meet the criteria of dependability and confirmability through
providing an audit trail with my descriptions of methodology and the documents in the
appendices.
Limitations
This study was exploratory in design and used a limited number of participants.
The data reflected their personal experiences and expert opinions and are not necessarily
generalizable to other contexts. Another possible limitation of this study is that I ask
participants to recall and analyze incidents from their past. While it is true that reflection
is a competency critical to the practice of social justice education, the usefulness of the
data may still be influenced by the accuracy of their reflections.

In the remaining chapters I explore the results of my study and discuss the
implications of the findings for the field of social justice education.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS, PART 1:
TRIGGERING EVENTS AND HOW EDUCATORS RESPOND
Introduction
The primary purpose of this study was to conduct exploratory research to
establish whether or not social justice educators experience the phenomenon of triggering
events, and if so, to gain deeper insight and understanding of their experiences with
triggers. This chapter describes the major themes that emerged during the process of data
analysis.
I received Critical Incident Reports from a total of 40 respondents and conducted
in-depth interviews with 15 subjects. The demographics of the research participants by
race, gender, years of experience, and primary context of practice is reported in the
following table.
Table 1: Primary Context of Practice: Critical Incident Report Respondents
Faculty

Totals

8

Organization
Development
Consultants
21

White Women

5

7

5

White Men

2

6

2

Women of Color

1

6

2

Men of Color

0

2

2
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College Student
Affairs
Professionals
11

Table 2: Years of Experience: Critical Incident Report Respondents
20+

10-19

2-9

Totals

10

18

12

White Women

3

8

6

White Men

6

3

1

Women of Color

1

5

3

Men of Color

0

2

2

Table 3: Primary Context of Practice: Interview Informants
Faculty

TOTALS

7

Organization
Development
Consultants
4

White women

3

1

1

White men

1

1

1

African American
Women
African American
Men

2

0

1

1

2

1

College Student
Affairs
Professionals
4

Table 4: Years of Experience: Interview Informants
20+

10-19

6-9

Totals

5

4

6

White women

1

1

3

White men

1

0

2

African American
Women
African American
Men

1

1

1

2

2

0
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This chapter is organized into three sections corresponding to the first three
original research questions of this study:
1. Do social justice educators report that they experience triggering events?
2. If so, what are the triggering events social justice educators experience?
3. How do social justice educators respond to triggering events?
In each section I will explore the themes based on the integration of the data collected
from both the Critical Incident Reports and the in-depth interviews.

Question #1: Do Social Justice Educators Report
That They Experience Triggering Events?
The purpose of this research question is to ascertain if social justice educators report
experiencing triggering events, and if so, to understand how they define and view the
phenomenon of triggering events. All of the participants in both the Critical Incident
Reports and the in-depth interviews reported experiencing triggering events. Some
described the phenomenon of triggers using interesting metaphors:
it got under my skin
someone pushed my buttons
it touched my open wounds
it’s like an Achilles’ Heel
events that bring up “red flags”
The descriptions of triggering events from several participants seem to capture the
essential elements of the phenomenon as they were described in the overall data:
Events that I call triggering were situations where I experienced a lot of emotion
attached to it, and/or I wasn't sure how I wanted to respond to it or I felt I
responded inappropriately or badly. I felt I blew it.
(Triggers are) when my emotions are so strong that I lose the ability to decide
how to intervene.
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Triggers are an event that "hooks" me emotionally. I feel an emotion that could
easily cause me to close down, not be present to and/or avoid the moment.
A situation that is sufficiently surprising or disturbing to throw me off my
emotional track or to disrupt the natural flow of the workshop.
One that temporarily takes me off my "center," my footing, and makes me switch
gears. Also one in which I have to make a conscious effort to regain my
grounding.
A trigger can be most anything: person, sound, setting, verbiage, etc., that
generates an unexpected or overreaction either kept internal or moving from
internal to action and/or causing a loss of focus/attention in the person triggered.
One which "catches" me emotionally, moves me to my incompetence, gets me
"hooked" by one or more participants or colleagues with whom I then avoid
interacting or with whom I then interact ineffectively.
In the following section I review the central themes that emerged as I analyzed the
data related to this research question:
A. Core Characteristics of Triggering Events
B. Social Justice Educators’ Views of the Phenomenon of Triggering Events
C. The Continuum of Triggering Events
D. Social Justice Educators’ Views of Their Role in Learning Situations
E. Level of Experience and the Reporting of Triggering Events

A. Core Characteristics of Triggering Events
The core characteristics of triggering events most frequently reported by social
justice educators are the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Surprise and unexpectedness of the event
Stopped in their tracks: Disoriented and thrown off of the natural flow of the session
Experiencing intense emotional reactions
Feeling out of control and overwhelmed by the situation
Feeling “de-skilled” and reacting less effectively
Requiring extra effort to manage the situation effectively
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I will explore these themes in greater detail in the following sections.
1. Surprise and Unexpectedness
Most informants described triggering events as moments where they were “caught
off guard,” “blind-sided” or “caught by surprise ” This dynamic of unfamiliarity with the
specific situation impacted their ability to respond easily and effectively. One trainer
described this aspect of the phenomenon:
All of a sudden, something completely unexpected, something comes out of the
blue that I wasn't ready for...
2. Stopped in their tracks
Many educators reported that triggers “throw them off’ the track and interrupt the flow
of the session. They often felt disoriented and less focused in the moment:
(A triggering event is) one that causes me to feel less centered, present, focused.
Brings up feelings and thoughts that interfere with my ability to be open,
compassionate, and respond most effectively.
I'm a person who likes to have things planned out, and so triggers throw
me. When I feel thrown. I'm not real comfortable with that, because I'm
not the best ''go with the flow" kind of person.
3. Experiencing intense emotional reactions
The participants experienced a wide variety of intense feelings when triggered
including rage, anger, shame, grief, fear, anxiety, hurt, embarrassment and pain. Many
social justice educators described experiencing emotions that were often out of
proportion to the situation and suggested that triggering events brought up their “old
wounds” or unresolved issues from their personal lives.
Your reaction is stronger than it would normally be; it's about more than
what's happening there in the moment. It's about a pot that was burning before.
And the fire's turned up on it again. It's almost like cutting me in the same place
I've been cut before.
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I think it's a combination of having a past experience that wasn't totally resolved
to the point of some form of healing taking place, and that the person who, in that
moment, might say something that might serve as a cue to reactivate some of the
feelings that I had from that previous unresolved situation... like you have a
bruise.. the bruise hasn't healed, even though it looks like it has. And, you
know, on my skin, a lot of times you can't even tell I have a bruise....
One trainer described this dynamic when referring to triggers as “an historical
event in which the emotions are as strong, painful, and overwhelming in the present tense
as they were at the time the event originally took place.”
4.

Feeling out of control and overwhelmed by the situation
A significant number of respondents discussed feeling out of control and

overwhelmed by their feelings as if the emotions were controlling the situation:
I was pretty overwhelmed by my emotions in the moment, in that I wasn't making
conscious choices about how to intervene, but rather voicing my feelings
spontaneously.
5. Feeling “de-skilled” and reacting less effectively
Social justice educators reported that they often felt uncomfortable and
dissatisfied with how they reacted when triggered. They frequently felt “de-skilled” and
less able to access and use their knowledge and competencies to manage the situation
effectively.
A triggering event is ... where I find myself losing my skills, and reacting vs.
facilitating.
Several educators described another aspect of this dynamic as the tendency to
become very self-focused.
When triggered my focus and energy moved away from the participant to within
me. Instead of assessing and evaluating how the participant might be feeling I am
aware of my own stuff.
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Trainers often have a “knee-jerk reaction” and act spontaneously without thoughtful
reflection or awareness of the impact of their intervention on the group:
I wasn't even that aware I was doing it... .1 was on automatic.
I reacted by not fully grasping and completely understanding where the
participant was coming from.
My critical thinking went out the window.
They “get caught in the resistance” and react in ways that undermine seminar goals:
I respond affectively rather than cognitively, and I respond affectively in a way
that does not advance the understanding or relationship.
They may become immobilized or react in ways that aggravates or generates resistance in
the group. Their feelings of fear and incompetence often interfere with their ability to
think clearly and respond appropriately.
6. Requiring extra effort to manage the situation effectively
One further characteristic of triggering events is how much focus and conscious
effort it takes to refrain from reacting when triggered and to make thoughtful choices
about how to best respond in the situation. One consultant described this dynamic as he
defined triggering events as “one that requires me to make extra effort to manage myself
and not personalize it in a way that projects my experience onto the group.”
B. Social Justice Educators’ Views of the Phenomenon of Triggering Events
There seems to be a significant difference between how more experienced and
less experienced educators view triggering events. Less experienced trainers and faculty
tend to have a more negative view of triggering events. They seem more uncomfortable,
anxious and frustrated in triggering situations:
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I can think of very few situations when I was satisfied with my response when I
was triggered. I find these situations very unnerving and confusing, despite their
frequency.
They used to piss me off so badly, and I always thought of them as terribly
unpleasant.
I'm still working on not being frightened by them. I still look at it as an
opportunity to learn, but there's still something in me that goes, "Oh, boy!" every
time a triggering thing comes up.
The perception of many of the more experienced social justice educators was that
triggering events are a normal, expected aspect of the work.
There are constant stimuli from participants and I have behavioral,
cognitive, and affective responses. I see this as normal and part of the
process, and so I usually don't get very disoriented or even surprised by
them. I expect them, even anticipate these responses.
Triggers happen all the time. It’s in the nature of this work. At least it is
for me and for anyone else who thinks that his own personal work is not
yet done, and that others' work often results in a challenge to the trainer or
consultant.
More experienced educators see triggering events as “teachable moments” that
provide the opportunity to delve deeper into issues with participants and to explore how
the dynamics of diversity are operating in “real time” in the session.
I take those events as gifts, especially if we can figure out what we're
going to learn from it.
How can this be helpful to the group or helpful to me in working with the
group? In what way can what happens be a part of our learning?
They tend to view triggers as an opportunity to model effective tools for managing
emotions and conflict situations:
I think that everything is a teachable moment. So, if I'm involved in something
that I goof up in some way, I will back up and talk about my process and what's
going on in my head and if I get triggered by something I'll talk about it. Because
that's part of what I'm asking them to do: if something does trigger them, I want
them to sit with that feeling and then look at it and examine it. I think that that
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helps them in their process, for me to actively engage in my own process and for
them to observe that it is possible without having to run and flee the room or
without causing things to escalate.
I think that triggers have a leveling effect of enabling other people to see
that I'm also in this as a learner. I also get confused and conflicted and
challenged. I also react to things. I think there's a leveling effect. That
we're all sort of co-learners on this topic. So I become more known to the
group as a real person as opposed to the facilitator.
Several informants concur that processing triggering events in the moment can be
powerful learning opportunities for group members, but are clear that their primary
mandate is to maximize the learning experience of participants in ways that do not
compromise or undermine the seminar goals. As a result they may choose to “bind” their
feelings and not process the event with the group, and instead, move on with the agenda.
Triggers are clearly learning opportunities for me, I'm just very careful about
whether or not I will use things that trigger me as learnings for others. I have
shared things that have triggered me in the past with a group if I have the trigger
under control, which is by definition a question if it's still a trigger if I have it
under control.
It's their time, and that's not the place for me to work out or work through my
stuff.
Some social justice educators are concerned that triggers threaten their control of the
learning environment and feel that their role is to maintain the control and manage their
impact on the group by containing or “binding” their emotional reactions when triggered:
(It’s important to) get the emotions back in temporarily, get yourself back
in control or in a place where you want to be, so that the trigger’s not
controlling you, that you're controlling it, or managing it.
For me being triggered means being out of control. I can be out of control
in other places in my life, but not in my role as a facilitator.
Some social justice educators believe that experiencing triggering events is an
indication of their lack of competence and skill:
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I carry this load that says, "If you're a really good professional in this area of
training and teaching and educating on these very controversial topics with very
unpredictable dimensions...(then) you have to not have triggering events."
The perception of triggers as an opportunity for their own personal growth was a
view widely held by many faculty and trainers.
They're our teachers. I think those are moments where we meet ourselves.
I think I've learned over time not to fight the control issue, that there are going to
be things that surprise me, and that does not mean that I'm incompetent. It does
mean that there are places for me to continue to learn and grow and this is an
indication.
(Triggers) point out places where I still have work to do, either questions I still
have to answer or issues I still have to grapple with, or pain that is still raw.
A few participants discussed their spirituality as it related to how they view
triggering events:
I feel that this was what was sent by the universe for me to be learning at that
time, and so I walk away with that as a good experience; there was no bad, I
wasn't bad; they weren't bad; we were just all where we were supposed to be and
doing what was supposed to have happened.
I really do believe that it was guided by God. And that I was given the
opportunity to really learn as well as model what being an elder in this work is
about.
I'm there for a reason and they're there for a reason. This is happening because we
need to be there together.
C. The Continuum of Triggering Events
Several social justice educators described how their experiences with triggering
events fell along a continuum with one end representing times where they felt less
“deskilled” and had greater access to effective strategies and interventions. Their feelings
ranged from feeling annoyed or mildly frustrated to feeling energized by the opportunity
to use the teachable moment. At the other end of the continuum were situations where
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they experienced many of the core characteristics of triggering events described earlier in
this section including feeling overwhelmed, disoriented, out-of-control, and caught-off
guard.
Not all are very heavy triggers; some are moderate.
I think there's maybe some mild triggers that don't cause that
disorientation.
There are many things that trigger me. But few things that trigger me to
the point of paralysis.
I do believe that there is a continuum...my reaction to triggers ranges from
raising an eyebrow when someone says something, to the extreme of
making me pause.
If I look at the continuum, if it's at a lower level in terms of the
triggers...my reaction is to go, "Great opportunity. Let's use that."
D. Social Justice Educators’ Views of Their Role in Learning Situations
Informants described their perception of their role as social justice educators in
ways that seem to fall into three categories which reflect an increasing desire to control the
learning environment and to change participants:
1. “Facilitators”: Meet participants “where they are” and support the learning goals of
individuals and the group
2. “Educators”: Intentionally design the environment to have participants learn specific
skills and knowledge, and to experience certain dynamics
3. “Activists: Deliberately work to change and “fix” the participants
1. “Facilitators”: Meet participants “where they are” and support the learning goals of
individuals and the group
Informants in this category described how they approach participants with “an
open hand” and offer them opportunities to reflect and learn about social justice issues
while “trusting the process” that people will leave with what they need to know.
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(My role is) to create a field of acceptance and safety and, when I do it well, it's to
really listen to people and hear them where they are, not try and lead them
somewhere. Because I think if we feel, if we're really, truly heard in our telling,
we discover the parts of us that are forgotten. We discover how we're cutting
ourselves off from what's larger. When it's done well, it's a sacred moment.
I tend to be fairly neutral. It was real important for me to be a listener, and a
facilitator, to let people express their views, to explore the issues in a safe
environment, without pushing too hard.
I really see my primary goal as planting a seed, and folks in the workshop can
do with that what they want. I hope that in the workshop they'll work with it;
they'll do something with the information that we're sharing, but, if not. I'm
hoping that I’m planting something in the back of their minds that they'll think
about a little bit later.
You don't have to get it all. ..but I do still hope that folks walk away from the
experience with new insights and new awarenesses and a depth of learning.
Differently than when they walked into the room. What that is doesn't matter to
me.
2. “Educators”: Intentionally design the environment to have participants learn specific
skills and knowledge, and to experience certain dynamics
Trainers and faculty in this grouping seemed to have some type of agenda for the
outcome of the seminar including increasing awareness of social justice issues, teaching
critical thinking skills, and helping participants to experience the consequences of their
actions.
I want to be able to move people. I want people to see something broader than
they saw before they came into the workshop. Hoping to give them a bigger
picture of the world and bigger picture of themselves and how they see the world
and how they interact with others.
I hope that students have certain skills when they leave, but I don't care where
they're at. They can completely disagree with me. My goal is to help students
learn to think critically and learn to ask questions. It’s not so much, "You must
think this about this content." It's my hope that they have gained skills to be
critical thinkers in the world. So that's really more my hope, and it's my job,
therefore, when I teach, to really, with respect and care, as the leading edge, meet
students where they're at, value where they're at, value what they bring, and offer
them tools to think critically.
My task is to help you understand what attitudes you have, and what affect they
have on you and on me. Once you understand that, then you have a choice to
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change or not to change. I also need to help you understand there are
consequences for not changing... .But in a training session the objective is to
make you aware of what you're doing and the consequences.
3. “Activists”: Deliberately work to change and “fix” the participants
One informant described a key dynamic that helps to differentiate the views of
social justice educators from the previous category from those of this one:
There's a difference between activists and educators. Activists take the position
that there are things that are wrong that need to be corrected. This is different
from trying to educate them. I think we get those two things mixed up (activism
and education). I've seen people in labs that are not trying to educate or raise
consciousness, they're trying to change people. I don't think that's what a training
session is about. It's about helping people learn, to be educated.
Several informants described the role of the social justice educator more similar to
the “activist” as discussed in the previous quote in that they were consciously trying to
change the values, beliefs, and actions of participants. The following comments are either
reflections from more seasoned trainers about their early experiences, or are from less
experienced trainers.
I want them to increase their knowledge; I want them to have compassion for
others and themselves; I want them to have the courage to do something; it's not
enough to know what is right, they have to do what is right.. .get them to feel that
this stuff matters to them...
I wanted them to have a certain concept; I wanted them to know a certain thing;
more truthfully, I wanted them to agree with me about certain things. I needed
them to be at a certain place by the time they were done.
I came to the work as a fighter. This stuff is wrong! Somebody's got to take
it on.
I needed her to just see what I saw.
I was learning that, "It's okay to be in conflict and it's okay to be an aggressive
human in the context of how I work with people around these issues, because,
damn it, they're wrong! And it's my job to tell them that." It was my job to tell
them what to do, to right the wrong that they believed, to make sure that they get
it, so that when they leave this class, they teach others. That was my role and
that's why I felt justified.
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E. Level of Experience and the Reporting of Triggering Events
Many of the more experienced trainers and faculty reported having greater
difficulty remembering recent triggering events. The ones they could recall seemed to be
less emotionally “loaded” than in their earlier years as a social justice educator:
If I take triggering to mean events that will call up feelings of anger, rage, sorrow
or hurt, I had to search for the last time that happened. And (for) the intensity of
those feelings. I'd have to go back a ways. Sure, I've been annoyed in a session...
When you first asked me if I'd participate, I assumed it would be easy to think of
triggering situations. In fact, it was quite difficult. The ones that most readily
came to mind were from many years ago, earlier in my training days. I was able
to think of more recent situations, but they weren't as loaded. I think maybe my
own development and experience, and my intensive thought about this issue may
be having some effect!
I'm really searching myself because I had to think hard to find situations where I
had felt triggered. I had to search really hard to make sure I wasn't in denial!
I've been in the business long enough that there are not many things that are going
to catch me by surprise.
When I first looked at the materials I was stunned, I couldn't come up with
anything. And then I thought about it: have I been triggered and I'm just ignoring
that? Had I found some way implicitly to manage or survive and handle triggering
events that was just so automatic that I couldn't remember any?
Question #2: If So. What Are The
Triggering Events They Experience?
The purpose of this research question was to identify the types of triggering
situations that social justice educators experience in their work. A number of common
categories of triggering events emerged as I analyzed the data. I have organized them into
the following sections:
A. Dominant and Subordinate Social Group Identities and Triggering Events
B. Dominant Group Behaviors
C. Challenges From Participants
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D. Collusive Participants
E. Feeling Incompetent in the Work
F. Intense Emotions of Others
G. Competing Multiple Group Identities
H. Lack of Control Over the Outcome
I.

Participant Projections

J.

Facilitator Projections

A. Dominant and Subordinate Social Group Identities and Triggering Events
The vast majority of triggering events reported in the data occurred when the
trainer or faculty member was triggered out of one or more of their subordinate group
i

identities.
You know, with all of my identities, being a female, being black, being lesbian.
I mean, the triggers just kind of come from anywhere.
The subordinate group identities of woman, person of color, gay and lesbian, and Jewish
were the most frequently cited as related to triggering events.
One consultant compared her reactions to triggering events from both her
subordinate and dominant group identities:
I couldn't help noticing the most intense examples of triggers that came to mind
were out of my subordinate group memberships. Why am I not surprised? I do
get triggered by my dominant group "friends" but the texture of the triggering is
different. When I'm triggered as a subordinate I generally feel some form of fear
at the deep level of feeling. When it's as a dominant the deepest level of feeling is
generally sad. Another big surprise, huh?
The few participants who described situations where they were triggered out of
their dominant group identity, such as white or male, tended to have few or no
subordinate group identities in which they had experienced any significant discrimination
or oppression. A faculty member described the various feelings he experienced when
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triggered out of a dominant group identity including guilt, shame, confusion,
incompetence, and powerlessness. A practitioner in Student Affairs reflected on how she
feels triggered out of her dominant group identities:
The one area where I might consider myself sort of dominant, and, again, it's
relative given the audience that I'm working with, is socio-economically. I often
feel guilty because I feel like I have too much. If I'm in a workshop with some of
our custodial staff or something like that, I kind of get a little triggered because of
their perceptions and that sort of thing. And then, even, educationally.. .1
sometimes feel a little triggered because I have had opportunities that other people
have not.
Two respondents shared stories of times when they realized that they had moved
out of their membership in the dominant group and were experiencing life from the
contrasting subordinate group. A female faculty member in her fifties described how she
suddenly felt “old” for the first time when she was triggered by her twenty-something
graduates students responding to her as if she were “over-the-hill ” A white trainer told
the story of how she was about to respond to a very common comment about the racism
that young black boys experience, a comment that she had handled effectively many
times in the past. As she prepared to speak, she realized that this issue had become far
more personal for her since she had adopted an African American son:
I got ready with my usual response, and all of a sudden, I realized for the first
time that, when I'm saying that, I was talking about my little child.. .and it hit me
like a ton of bricks! So, as I started to say this thing that I've said so many
times, all of a sudden it meant something entirely different to me.. .1 get
triggered when I feel that somebody I love is threatened, I guess.
B. Dominant Group Behaviors
The most frequently cited examples of triggering events involved those where
social justice educators were triggered by the actions and comments of participants from
dominant groups. In the Vast majority of situations the educator was viewing the situation
from one of their subordinate groups, though a number of stories were from informants
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who experienced being triggered out of their dominant group identities, primarily as
male, white, and heterosexual. In this section I will describe the various themes in this
category. I will first explore triggers related to participant behaviors and then identify
those involving co-facilitators.
1. Dominant Group Behaviors: Participants
•

Offensive comments
A significant number of stories involved participants who made offensive and

insensitive comments. About 25% of the respondents had examples of triggering events
related to participants who made blatant homophobic comments during the session.
(A participant) asked, "Are you the one who is going to teach us about faggots?"
A white woman who self-identified as Christian was telling me I was going to hell
because I am a lesbian; she also made other homophobic remarks, some of which
that were directed at me.
Most of the respondents of color shared examples of when they were triggered by
racist comments and behaviors of white participants including when whites make
negative comments about Affirmative Action that question the competency of people of
color.
A white male stood up and in a very naive way makes the point that when you
bring people of color into the company, they don’t work as hard as whites. It just
kind of came out of his mouth as an ordinary comment.
A few women described examples of when they were triggered by the sexist
actions of men in the group:
I stopped a group of men who were demonstrating examples of sexism in
the organization; their time had run out. One of the men called me a bitch.. .(I was
triggered by) the fact that a man was using his power to attempt to put me down,
oppress me, because he didn't like taking orders from a woman.
Most of the respondents who are Jewish shared at least one example of feeling
triggered by anti-Semitic remarks. A number of informants identified triggering events
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involving the comments from participants who identified themselves as Christians. While
most of these examples were related to issues of sexual orientation, one trainer was
triggered by the overall inflexibility she experiences:
(I am triggered by) people who are very rigid about whether you believe in Jesus
Christ or not... when people are so rigid about if you don't believe this then you're
going to hell.
•

Dominant Group Members Acting Out of Their Privilege
A common trigger for both faculty and trainers occurred when members of

dominant groups “acted out of their privilege.” One faculty member discussed the types
of triggering events she experiences from participants from dominant groups:
Someone would laugh at something I was saying or they would belittle a point of
another person in the workshop or they would argue with me or any of the of the
trainers about points. Specifically they would say, "Where did you get that
information?" or they would either passively or not so passively access their
power of the privileged relative to that “ism” by taking up a lot of space verbally
in the classroom, physically using body language, imposing body language to tell
me that they don't believe what I'm saying ...
A faculty member of color described how she felt triggered when the white
students constantly criticized her activities and approaches:
I was triggered in a class where numbers of white students were, in my
estimation, in full exercise in their prerogatives as white people ... complaining,
grievancing and criticizing at all times, in every class session.. .there was nothing
that could be done that was right.
As these dynamics repeated themselves throughout the semester she realized that she felt
triggered whenever she anticipated the resistance she expected to have to experience from
members of her class:
Going there was a trigger because I knew I was going to have to listen to these
students....

98

Another example of a trigger happened when members of dominant groups were
in resistance and chose to not participate in discussions and activities:
I think I got triggered by the blatant display of white male privilege and the way
whites and others from privileged groups can just choose not to deal with things
that make them uncomfortable and feel so entitled to do so.
It was a triggering moment for many people, including myself, because I wanted
to tell him to get off his privileged ass and get down there with the rest of us.
(I was triggered when) a number of faculty wanted to know why they had to be
there, why they had to learn anything about issues of sexual orientation when they
had no interest and didn't have any gay, lesbian or bisexual staff or students.
Another common trigger occurred in situations in which members of dominant
groups displayed domineering and disrespectful behavior in the group.
One of the participants, who had missed day 1, repeatedly interrupted
others as they were speaking and took over the air time with seemingly endless
stories, opinions, and at times offensive language, in an animated and aggressive
manner...1 was more concerned with the way this participant seemed to be
attempting to control the process rather than the oppressive and offensive things
he was saying.
I was triggered because I felt these guys engaging in a male-dominated power
play with me and I felt angry at being disrespected as a woman and a
professional/faulty member.
This participant was very forceful and intimidating in that when anyone attempted
to have him relinquish the floor, he called "censorship" in his attempt to retain
control.
We were doing the training and one of the guys jumped up on his chair and
started arguing with us over white culture. He wasn't abusive in terms of name¬
calling but he got very agitated. He was a big guy, clearly someone who used his
body in terms of weight lifting, etc. It was frightening.
I was pulled to the side at a break and threatened by a white male participant,
and told that that type of behavior/mine, was not appropriate in that system, and
that I was to apologize.
Two male informants discussed being triggered by participants who “bully” others in the
session:
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In workshops, you can see people do mean things to each other. Now that bothers
me. I have a hard time watching in any kind of objective, analytical, passive
fashion, someone administering pain to someone else for just cause or not.
I get triggered when I feel afraid that a person is going to bully others in the
workshop... .1 can't just let that go down.
A related dynamic happens when dominant group members act out of their
arrogance and false sense of superiority.
One of the men in the back row was talking about something in an article, and I
said, "Oh, yes. Section G," because I'd also read the same article.. .He turned and
in front of the whole classroom said, "Well, you tell it then!" I've never had
anybody do that. Just with all the male arrogance of having been interrupted by
someone that is less than them.
I felt white hot anger at the assumption of these white men, who looked like me,
acting in such an arrogant manner toward Mexican women who they couldn't
know other than through stereotypes.
Another key trigger occurs when dominant group members resist and refuse to
change as a result of the learning experience. Male informants contributed six out of the
eight stories related to this theme and most of them had fewer than ten years of
experience in the field.
A triggering event is when somebody doesn't want to get it, from my perspective.
I felt triggered because it was frustrating when I can not get participants to
understand...
It seemed clear to me that he had not heard anything which would make him
rethink his position.. .1 think the inflexibility of his position got to me somehow.
When I'm experiencing major blocks from a person who's just kind of set in his or
her ways, and not really listening, then that generates a good deal of frustration
and anger.
With this one white guy... it was clear to me he hadn't heard a damn thing and I
was pissed at him.
I would be triggered if I knew there were some people I just wasn't getting
through to and they just kept coming back with the same (comments. I’d want to

100

say,) "I thought we talked about this last week, and you're still got that whole
white men are oppressed feeling." They're wrong and they need to change their
thinking!
Respondents cited an additional example of how dominant group members act out
of their privilege when they try to name the reality for members of subordinate groups or
try to correct and coach them by telling them how to speak more effectively or how to
express their feelings.
When the white man came in.. .to define what the experience was that was going
on.. .between the two of us, that raised my blood level.
I was triggered as a white woman; I know the behavior of being "right," arrogant,
and feeling like we can tell people of color what to do and how to act.
Several white male educators were triggered by dominant group members who
shift the dynamics in the session to try to portray themselves as the victim of oppression.
I know that dominant groups always turn things around so that they appear to be
the victimized group and on a bad day, this pisses me off because I don't know
how to counter this approach.
He was a Rush Limbaugh kind of guy. You know what's really irritating is how
the dominant group always has to portray themselves as the victim.
They were saying, “But women hit men, too," and some of those classical things
that you hear out of white guys in the concept of sexism.. .They were trying to
discredit the information that I was putting out there; they were trying to get me
off track by situations or scenarios that they would propose.
A story from a female consultant illustrates the triggering dynamic of how
members of dominant groups portray themselves as a “good one” or a “good guy” and
then do not accept responsibility for their own actions or those of their group. In this
example the white male participant was only focused on his individual experience and
was not willing to acknowledge the reality of the negative impact of behaviors by white
men on members of subordinate groups.
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He was/became the older high level white man who sees himself as the good guy,
and on many levels he is....(But he) is so locked in his privilege that he can't even
consider the possibility that he might be causing harm. The Dominant Group
Privilege disguised as good guy is a very real trigger for me, especially when I'm
in the corresponding subordinate group-surprise!
2. Dominant Group Behaviors: Co-trainers
Several respondents shared examples of times they felt triggered when their co¬
trainer corrected, criticized, or “coached” them in the session. All of the situations
involved co-trainers from one dominant group “correcting” their colleague who was a
member of the corresponding subordinate group.
I was co-teaching and gave directions for the next step in the process and
my white male colleague said, "No, that's wrong, do it this way.”
I was co-facilitating the group with a colleague of color. As he and I worked
together, it was unclear at points about exactly how to help the group and how we
could best team facilitate their process. I stepped in a couple times and feared that
he might not be experiencing it as supportive. I checked with him as the group
was working on something and he assured me that he felt very supported and
appreciated what I had done. Later in the staff meeting my co-facilitator reported
that he had felt undermined by me in the session. He did not acknowledge his
earlier comment to me of feeling supported. The staff began working with me
about what I had done to undermine him.
Two female trainers shared stories of how they were triggered by a variety of
dominant group behaviors exhibited by their white male colleagues including colluding,
violating the agreed upon structure and format of the session, taking control of the session,
and over-stepping their authority:
A white male began making snide comments and little jokes... And my co¬
facilitator was on deck at the time and he didn't deal with that. Instead, he kind of
laughed. And, I mean, I just saw that white male kind of thing going on, and it
really pissed me off The man was triggering me, but then for my co-facilitator to
be so clumsy with that and to not handle that was frustrating. And he did a
number of other things that were not appropriate. Because he brought in his own
slides... that we hadn't talked about, and they were hard to read, so he just
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irritated the shit out of me for the whole thing because that's not what we had
practiced and rehearsed.
In a related example a male assistant co-trainer took over activities he was not leading
and interrupted his female colleagues. The other trainers, all women, confronted him
several times about his behavior.
The white male assistant trainer intervened and took leadership during virtually
every single activity. He interrupted, spoke over me and the other women trainers.
He began changing the direction of the activities, kept time, and directed people
in the workshop for activities that others were leading.. .this repeated a number of
times with the team meeting at breaks to tell him how he aggravated us, how we
felt undermined, how we experienced it as sexism, how he was doing this publicly
and thereby modeling sexism...with each break he would insist he understood,
sometimes apologize, yet (his behavior would) escalate later.
Another trigger described by a man of color involved white male colleagues who
“disappear” during conflict and difficult dialogues with other members of their dominant
groups.
One of my triggers is when my white male colleagues go silent and disappear.
White men tend to not be involved when the intensity of the workshop increases. I
don't see them intervening when resistance surfaces. All of the negative energy
from the participants gets focused on the rest of the staff.. .1 have to work harder,
and take the micro-aggressions from participants...! get angry because I’m
carrying their load and having to intervene across race which is the highest risk
intervention for men of color, while they’re sitting on their duff
A triggering event for gay, lesbian and bisexual educators involved heterosexual
co-facilitators who act out of the privilege to be open and visible about their sexual
orientation. One faculty member was frustrated that her co-teacher came out as
heterosexual during the first class session without any concern or awareness of the
dilemma it created for her as a colleague.
I felt as though I needed to “come out" or hide my queer identity by omission. I
was angry with her for putting me in the position and for not paying attention to
her privilege.. .1 wanted her to be more aware and not take so much for granted.
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Her assumptions that it was ok for her to share personal information without any
impact on me was hurtful.
C. Challenges From Participants
The second major category of triggering events occurred when faculty and
trainers felt challenged or confronted by participants. A common trigger for most
informants involved feeling challenged by participants who were responding out of their
resistance to the material. The challenges came in a wide variety of forms including
questioning (the legitimacy of statistics, the usefulness of specific activities, or the worth
of the overall program) and direct confrontations to the authority of the facilitator. Most
of the challenges were from white males in the group.
The (participant) flipped between being silent/reticent and challenging me in what
I took to be a "gotcha" style.
I am ALWAYS challenged first by white men in workshops. He, like the others,
was trying to impose their beliefs on me. His behavior was very dominant and
parental. I am an African American woman who is direct and forthright and full
of passion. This is not usually accepted by white men or women.
The doctoral student, an older white male, totally dismissed the topic we
were discussing and the methodology presented in the articles. He
attacked what he saw as the inadequate philosophical assumptions
underlining the work and argued that the political correctness movement
was overtaking higher education.
I felt disrespected and wondered if they were treating me this way because I am
black, foreign-bom. Would they have been so harsh and strident if I were a white
man?
A number of informants gave examples of how they felt triggered when
participants from a subordinate group confronted them about their actions or comments.
A woman spoke up in a very critical way, focusing especially on her
disappointment with one of the workshop staff being a straight white man. She
indicated that I had nothing to offer the group because of my group identities.
I was feeling attacked and labeled as racist and classist without the opportunity
for dialogue.
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Several told stories of how they felt triggered when a participant from the subordinate
group challenged and confronted their co-trainer who was a member of the corresponding
dominant group.
Most of the examples in this category involved the educator being confronted by
participants across the dominant/subordinate group relationship. Educators also felt
triggered when they were confronted by someone from one of their own subordinate
group identities. An African American informant shared how she was triggered when a
Native American participant confronted her on the inaccuracy of her comments about
American Indians.
For one person of color to experience something that is hurtful by another person
of color, that was triggering for me, especially that I was the one saying what was
considered hurtful.
D. Collusive Participants
Many informants were triggered when members of one of their own or another
subordinate group acted in ways that were collusive and supportive of oppression.
Triggering events are the collusiveness of the women with men in their own
oppression. They typically will defend the man and join him on some issue like
opening doors. They believe that they can separate their personal and
professional lives. They want the door to be opened, they want their husband to
make the decisions, etc., but they want no glass ceiling.
It is particularly hard when the viewpoint of collusion is led by Women of Color.
I know that they are trying to support their oppressed brothers by giving some of
their own power to them....
It is hard for me to have members of my own identity group who are otherwise
identified as successful women, be so naive and ignorant on the issue of gender
and their own behavior.
This situation happens often: people of color come to the aid of white people and
don't let them grow.
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I was angry that an Asian male would focus negatively on an African
American female when he clearly had issues with whites on race.
On a speak out panel, one Jewish woman talked about how she doesn't find the
term "JAP" offensive, but rather how her boyfriend uses it as a term of
endearment, and that people should be able to use the term if they choose. I felt
angry that basically a Jewish woman gave Gentiles permission to use
offensive/oppressive language and saddened by what I perceived as this woman's
internalized anti-Semitism.
E. Feeling Incompetent in the Work
A couple of faculty talked about how they felt triggered when they encountered
their own lack of skill and competence at managing difficult situations. It is curious that
both of these respondents were women of color.
I did not figure out how to effectively respond to these people for the whole
goddamn semester. They just upset me to no end. It was though they had no way,
and I didn't have a good way to help them notice that they just had a hard time
being taught by a black woman. We were reading several pieces that described
their behavior, they couldn't see it, hear it, understand it. And I felt triggered
because I couldn't help them see it and understand it. I felt that I failed them.
And not being able to figure this out just sapped my energy enormously.
I was frustrated with my lack of tolerance for their lack of tolerance.
A related dynamic reported by a number of respondents was feeling emotionally
triggered when they had made a mistake or felt they had made an error. Many of these
situations involved the trainer or faculty member making inappropriate or offensive
comments out of one of their dominant group identities. They reported feeling
embarrassed and hypocritical about portraying themselves as knowledgeable and
competent social justice educators.
When something happens and you see yourself doing something that you'd like to
think that you don't do, you go, "Oh, shit," and it triggers one of those emotions. I
feel embarrassed, or less competent than I think I am around these issues.
This contradiction between my self image as liberation worker and my self-image
about my level of awareness and sophistication, and being presented with some
behavior that is perceived as in contradiction to this self image that I hold....
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Being as able-bodied as I am, I think about times that I've made flippant
comments.. .1 start to wonder about how am I involved in my own process, and
sometimes I start to wonder do I even have a right to even be trying to do
this... So, then I start to wonder how much of a hypocrite am I? And then I start to
wonder if I'm losing credibility with the students.. .because I've just screwed
up... and then I just kind of feel sick to my stomach. I'm just thinking, "Oh, God!
Jesus! Just when I thought I was done!"
F. Intense Emotions of Others
The thread connecting examples in this category is that some educators feel
triggered and deflected from their work when other people are experiencing and expressing
strong and intense emotions. Some were triggered when participants were engaged in
conflict across dominant and subordinate groups. Others were triggered when they felt
participants were angry with them. One consultant was triggered when her co-trainer was
deeply triggered into intense emotions out of a subordinate group and she could not find a
way to connect with her in any meaningful way.
I get triggered in interactions with colleagues of color or a person who's different
on some dimension from me where I'm the dominant group when they bump into
something.. .that has totally impacted them at a deep personal level... And out of
my dominant group place, I'm so unable to join it sometimes that it makes me
really sad that our experiences in this world are so inaccessible, so unavailable to
each other...
Several respondents talked about feeling triggered when participants got in touch
with their own pain about oppression. Most of these situations occurred when the trainer
shared the same subordinate group as the participant. It was more common in these
situations for the educator to feel a deep sense of sadness and grief rather than anger or
fear.
In labs I see people really experiencing their pain in the moment; they're not
talking about it in the past or in the abstract; and I get in touch with my empathy
and my ability to feel their pain.
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I was really moved. I think I am often moved by the experiences and feelings of
other gay, lesbian, and bisexual folks.
I just felt sad. I hadn't seen that much hurt in a room... and I was hurt, I was very
sad, and I was actually drained. I was to the point where I was thinking, "I need
to just not do anymore." Because I did not know if I could physically do it,
because I was almost in tears.. .1 think I really kind of stepped over that line of,
you know, when I became a participant. To the extent of really feeling everything
that was in the room.. .1 was in there; I was with them. I mean, I felt everything
that they felt... .1 felt as though I was an undergraduate student again, and an
administrator was not looking me in the eye when I was talking to him...
G. Competing Multiple Group Identities
A number of respondents discussed the difficulty of managing the dynamics of
competing social group identities among co-facilitators and with participants. Most of the
triggers in this category involved trainers who were triggered out of their subordinate
group identity by colleagues or participants who would not engage the material out of
their dominant group identities. This dynamic occurred most frequently between white
women and men of color. A common aspect of this dynamic is that one or both parties
want to diagnose the situation from their respective subordinate group identity without
exploring the possible impact of their behaviors out of their dominant group identity.
One black male facilitator described how he is triggered in staff diagnostic
sessions when white women “always wants to shift it to gender and not deal with the race
part.” He was frustrated that issues of race only come up in discussions on staff if he
raises them.
A white female trainer discussed her reluctance to name the sexist dynamics she
experiences from men of color for fear of being seen as refusing to own the impact of her
actions as a white colleague:
(I hesitate) to raise the gender issue and my experience of being oppressed by the
male staff of color’s behavior because it would seem I was being a defensive
dominant group member... .Later conversations addressed the difficulty of the
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race/gender crossover, but I never felt the issue reached satisfactory closure
among staff.
A white lesbian trainer described her deep frustration with her heterosexual
colleagues of color. She was triggered when they failed to effectively manage a small
group discussion among heterosexuals on the issues of homophobia:
I thought, this is NOT what I should have to hear. I kept thinking about the
pressure I always felt as a white person facilitating a white group in a fishbowl,
the pressure to make sure my group could show its progress and to not let them
say things I know people of color shouldn't have to hear. And here the situation
was reversed, people of color were facilitating a straight group, and I felt that they
didn't seem to be hearing the things I was, or at least they didn't seem to know
what to do with them/the group or they just didn't seem to be doing anything.
Two male African American consultants described how they feel triggered when
participants from subordinate groups will not own and examine their membership in their
dominant groups. This dynamic occurs when participants who are negotiating their
competing identities as members of both dominant and subordinate groups tend to engage
the conversation out of their pain and anger from their experiences of subordination. As a
result they tend to ignore or deny the privilege and access they concurrently receive as
members of dominant groups and how they personally collude and contribute to the
oppression of others.
(I get triggered) around participants not seeing their dominance or their privilege.
But particularly that shows up for me around African-American men and sexism.
And gay white men and racism. And it also shows up with women of color and
heterosexism.
The other educator of color described his typical internal self-talk when participants of
color refuse to analyze the dynamics of their dominant identities and do not see the inter¬
connectedness of oppressions. He feels frustrated when African Americans do not use
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their experiences as targets of racism to better understand the dynamics of oppression and
their role as oppressors when they are members of the respective dominant group.
“I just cannot believe that you, as an African-American person do not see the
connections of oppression.” Because, then. I'm thinking, “You've got to get it.
You've got to get it. And I've got to make you get it.”
H. Lack of Control Over the Outcome
Social justice educators were triggered by several different types of situations
which they perceived as undermining their ability to control or influence the dynamics in
the session. Several respondents were triggered when they feared that the actions of
participants would threaten the goals and agenda of the session.
(I get triggered when) I can't figure out how to respond and I'm concerned that
they're going to derail what we're doing.
The way this woman came in, she did not come in with an open mind. And that
she was going to use her fairly high position to try and undermine what we were
doing. So I felt threatened.
No matter how I attempted to address his issues without losing the place and
purpose of conducting the workshop, he would not allow the workshop to
proceed... .1 was really angry because it felt as if the workshop was losing
focus.
I get rankled when someone's personal agenda turns a group from its stated
task.
A number of informants discussed how their perception of the intent of the
participant whose behavior was undermining the session influenced whether they felt
triggered. One trainer noted that he felt particularly triggered if he “experiences them as
jabbing and annoying deliberately... When it feels to me like it's sabotage or deliberately
trying to disrupt the learning for others, I have less tolerance and less patience for that
kind of thing.”
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Another trigger related to the lack of influence occurs when participants
confronted trainers and then did not leave any opportunity for discussion.
After a keynote a student confronted me.. .before I could respond, she walked
away. The frustration for me was this student did not give me the chance to
engage in any dialogue...I could not ask for clarification or explain my point of
view. I tried to talk and she didn't listen. So I think that the frustration was the fact
that there's nothing I could have done. There was no opportunity. I just felt
helpless.
I was triggered by.. .a white male who came into that conversation saying, "This
doesn't matter. I don't need to hear this. I went to a high school that's
integrated. I can tell you how they are." That sort of attitude, right? The trigger
in me was this phenomenon of, "Oh, my goodness! I'm not going to be useful or
helpful. He's not even going to access me! Let alone hear!" You know? Because
his world is complete. Another example of this dynamic occurred during a
classroom discussion on sexism when a white woman said, "You can't tell me
anything about women because I am a woman and I don't feel that way.”
I. Participant Projections
A few educators shared stories in which they felt triggered by participants who
projected their feelings and assumptions onto them.
(I get triggered) when someone wants to work out their own, personal stuff
onto me.
I felt irritated, angry. I believed that they were displacing their anger with the
leadership team to me.
J. Facilitator Projections
Another category of triggers involves the educator’s projection of their own issues
onto the participant. A female trainer shared a powerful example of this dynamic when,
without ever seeing the participant, she was triggered into painful childhood memories:
The intensity of the trigger occurred the moment I heard him as he introduced
himself. He looked and sounded like the man who had sexually molested me as a
child.
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A male consultant openly shared about feeling triggered when he finds himself sexually
attracted to a participant. His reactions in the moment may have less to do with the
specific person and more to do with the woman of whom she reminds him.
Question #3: How Do Social Justice Educators
Respond to Triggering Events?
The purpose of this question was to develop a deeper understanding of how social
justice educators respond when they are triggered. The data in this section answered the
following questions:
A. How do educators know they are triggered?
B. What are their emotional reactions?
C. What is their internal “self-talk” when triggered?
D. What is the educator’s intent when responding to the situation?
E. What is the outcome of the educator’s intervention?
F. How do educators react in situations where they are less satisfied with their response?
G. How do educators react in situations where they feel satisfied with their response?
A. How do social justice educators know they are triggered?
Only a few educators described some situations when they were not aware in the
moment that they were triggered and reacting out of that emotional space:
I wasn't even that aware I was doing it to such an extent, until some women
started to voice complaints at the end of the workshop and in the evaluation.
I would not know I was triggered until after the training was over ... I was
already in up to my hips before I was able to put words to the fact like, "Oh,
goodness! I'm triggered."
I was hardly aware of the anger building up inside of me.
In contrast, most every respondent reported experiencing clear indications that signaled
that they were triggered. In this section I outline the three key indicators:
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1. Physiological responses
2. Shift in pattern of interaction
3. Shift in speech pattern
1. Physiological responses
Physiological changes were indicators to educators that they were triggered. The
vast majority of informants described experiencing a number of physiological indicators
including heart pounding, adrenaline rush, sweating, anxious stomach, and blushing.
I had an immediate and strong physical reaction that shocked and surprised me.
I became very scared with all the physical internal symptoms that induces: rapid
heart beat, palms sweating, pulse racing, stomach sick, adrenaline flow...
I think that I felt my hackles go up. I think my shoulders went up.
I had a physical reaction to her statement, feeling as though I was having an
anxiety/panic response.
As she talked I felt my body heat raising, my stomach clench, my heart beating
faster.
I can get a headache which is sometimes my indication that I'm frustrated and
angry.
2. Shift in pattern of interaction
Another key indicator involves a shift in how educators interact with participants.
Several educators described how they became much more inner-focused and less attentive
to the group dynamics in the room:
One of the ways I knew I was triggered was my total lack of awareness of the
impact my intervention was having on the group and the staff.
Some discussed how they notice their “head racing” and that they were focused primarily
on figuring out how to respond to the incident.
I was hyper-alert, planning what I would say as soon as the fishbowl was over.
I felt defensive and intemally/mentally began quickly to replay exactly what had
happened so as to defend myself.
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I feel my head want to respond, so there's kind of this nudge. If it were a physical
reaction, it would be this little quick step ahead to want to kind of intervene or
respond.
3. Shift in speech pattern
A number of respondents tracked how their speech patterns changed when they
were triggered.
I get tongue-tied; I get unable to be articulate.
I slowed down .. .that's when I knew, "I'd better stop now.”
I notice that I talk faster; I notice that I start to pull out my statistics . . .
I know that the volume of my voice increased.
Several educators noticed that the quality of their tone shifted to become sarcastic,
irritated and more emphatic:
I felt defensive and responded with an edge bordering on sarcasm.
I was angry at this point and as I continued to press/challenge her, I could feel the
edge creep into my voice.
I was feeling like I am being particularly hard...like I am sharing with more
energy than I usually do. I'm a little bit more emphatic about what I'm trying to
make sure is clear here.
B. What are their emotional reactions?
Most every social justice educator reported having an emotional response when
they were triggered. Some described them as key indicators to know they were triggered.
Others reported their feelings as ways they responded in triggering events.
Many described how they felt varying emotions during the course of the
triggering event.
I stood there, frozen; and I was in a whole mess of feelings.
My thoughts ranged from anxious to angry to calm to grounded to frustrated to
satisfied and probably more. Name a feeling and I probably had it.
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Internally I had lots going on-I certainly felt on the spot, being singled out in front
of the entire group of clients. I felt embarrassed and I felt defensive.
I was embarrassed, terrified, shocked, confused, hurt.
I'm angry, furious, confidence completely shaken, feeling quite guilty for creating
the situation...sure I've lost all credibility with the other students, feeling
cowardly because I didn't confront the woman myself.
In the following section I describe several specific emotions that were reported in
the data in order of decreasing frequency.
1. Anger
A significant number of educators reported feeling some type of anger. The terms
they used seemed to fall along a continuum of intensity from to irritated, impatient and
frustrated, to disgusted and incensed, to enraged.
I get very impatient.
I felt angry at being out of control and angry at my relating to the horror.
I had a sense of outrage, i.e., "How dare you treat me that way?"
The feelings I had was just rage. Not even anger.... it was just pure rage.
It was interesting to note that comments reflecting the angry feelings of several
respondents contained images of violence:
I was really pissed off at her.. .1 wanted to... .just punch her!
I could have killed her for what she said.
So, if I could have let myself get in touch with how angry I was, I would have had
fantasies of knocking her to the ground.
What I wanted to do at the moment was to really lash out at her and to let her
have it.

115

2. Fear
Another very common emotional reaction was fear. Several educators described
feeling anxious and nervous.
I became nervous and unsure of myself as an instructor.
I started having this anxiety attack.
I was feeling anxious that I would repeat my previous performance and lose
another participant, my credibility, and future work.
Some described specific sources of their fears including their fear of participants’
anger, their fear that the situation would get "out of control," and their fear that
participants would “tune out” of the process. Several reported feeling fear that they would
not respond effectively in the moment:
(I had a) feeling of panic and inadequacy.
Did I open up more than I could handle?
I was afraid of where it might go, didn't trust in the process; thought the whole
group would turn against me as a pack; didn't know what to do skill wise.
One interesting pattern was that educators tended to feel fear when triggered out
of one of their subordinate group identities.
3. Shame
A number of respondents reported feeling embarrassed, ashamed, and humiliated
when they were triggered.
I had been very angry when I responded, but then felt embarrassed and chagrined
that I had modeled "bad teaching" to my student and had expressly violated one of
the norms of "nice community" I had worked so hard to establish.
The moment I finished and took my first breath, I was in disbelief that I just did
that. Felt I let myself down, I was disappointed in myself; I could have handled it
better.
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I felt embarrassed and concerned about what my colleagues would think of me.
I had been publicly humiliated.
I felt shame; I knew I'd done something wrong.
4. Helplessness
Another common emotional reaction reported by respondents was feeling
overwhelmed and helpless.
This discussion triggered a sense of helplessness and hopelessness on my part.
(I had a) feeling of hopelessness, feeling like I can't possibly fix this situation.
5. Threatened
Another category of emotional reactions involved feeling threatened in some way.
Educators described feeling attacked, assaulted, harassed, and intimidated.
I felt attacked because I felt he was questioning my credibility as a teacher of
diversity because of my race.
This was the only time I ever felt harassed as a diversity trainer.
I was the only woman and the only outsider in the session and I felt somewhat
intimidated as I think some of them wanted me to feel....
6. Competitive
Many of the white male educators described feeling competitive with other white
male participants.
I felt competitive in that, as the sparing progressed, I wanted to "win" the game.
The game seemed to be one of "one-up" and I am smarter than you are.
Respondents reported a wide variety of other emotions including feeling
disoriented and confused, defensive, disappointed, dismissed and ignored, alone, stunned,
pressured, sad, hurt, caught and tricked. A very few reported feeling excited or
exhilarated at the opportunity to manage the learning moment.
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C. What is their internal “self-talk” when triggered?
A very common response that educators reported was “self-talk,” the
conversations that they held in their own minds. There seem to be a number of different
categories of self-talk including “automatic” thoughts, self-statements to manage their
emotions and behavioral reactions, more reflective and analytical thoughts on how to
manage the situation, and thoughts that occurred sometime after the triggering event.
1. Automatic self-talk
Most respondents reported experiencing seemingly automatic self-statements in
response to the triggering event. Several described this phenomenon as “mind chatter”
that interferes with their ability to thoughtfully and reflectively diagnose, analyze and
strategize.
"Okay, where do I go from here? How do I get out of this? I'm not equipped to
do it. I don't know where to go. What am I going to do?" ... I'm busy having this
discourse while I'm attempting to do whatever I'm attempting to do.
One of the more common types of automatic self-talk was negative, self-critical
statements. These types of statements were reported by respondents from all categories of
years of experience, though they less frequently came from the most experienced
educators.
(I was) berating myself: You should have known, you should have thought of
this...
To self: "Damn, I said something stupid....Miss Liberation worker.. .I'm so aware
and so conscious, so tuned in.how can I have said something so stupid!"
"Oh, my gosh! I screwed up! I'm not skilled enough. How could I have done
this differently? What can I learn from this situation? How can I make it better?"
I would feel really bad for what I had caused. And thinking, "This wasn't
supposed to happen."
Why didn't I think of that! Why wasn't I able to come up with that analysis?
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Look at them. I've scared them, here I am supposed to be talking about inclusion
and I've just modeled the complete opposite....
Another common category of automatic self-statements involved questioning their
competence to manage the situation:
Did I open up more than I could handle?
Do I have the patience to deal with this?
God, am I going to be able to handle this? And everybody leave feeling whole
and appreciated.
I don’t know if I'll have anything to offer these people of color . . .
"Am I being effective? Is this going to be helpful? Is this hurting? What's going
on?"
Several of the self-statements were related to the fear of being wrong and the fear of what
others would think of them:
Other voices that come into my head are pride. I don't want to be wrong.. .1 feel
that, if I'm wrong, they're going to discredit everything that's said.
“Oh, God! These people won't like me and they'll be mad ..."
If I don't have the ability to manage it, it's a reflection on me.
Another frequent message concerns the fear of losing control:
And then the first voice that may fly into my head around that is that, "Oh, my
goodness! I’m going to lose control of my classroom."
Many respondents reported self-statements that reflected their feelings of anger
and frustration. It is interesting to note how many of these comments included curse
words.
Why the fuck didn't anyone warn me?
Inside I was cussing up a storm like, "I don't even want to see these people again."
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“I don’t want to deal with you. You're not worth the bother. Even if I do say
something you won't change, and I'm not about to try to drag you along when
other people are coming along real good." And I might have said something in
my head like, "Who the fuck do you think you are?"
In my head I'm thinking about a come-back, you know? For all the times I
couldn't say something to people, "You're about to get every bit of that!”
I was so pissed, I was just like, "I don't have any more time for this shit!"
What participants did not know was that I felt very annoyed and thought, "This
asshole cannot take women's authority and hide behind his age to get away with
stupidity."
Another category of self-statements was those that were judging and critical of
participants and co-facilitators.
I judged: what is wrong with these people? Aren't they concerned about how
much money and time this will cost?
What would be running through my head is "the student is wrong. I need to
correct them"
(I was) thinking, "If I was up there, this would not be happening!"
In my head I'm thinking can someone your age really believe that women are
inferior and incapable?
One faculty member shared her judgmental inner thoughts as she reacted to comments
from her students who were frustrated that she hadn’t trusted them enough to come out as
queer earlier in the semester:
My thoughts were: You've got to be kidding...if you didn't feel safe you'd never
have come out...you all should have made the classroom feel more safe...you
should have interrupted homophobic language and reactions from peers...it's none
of your business and you're lucky I shared it at all....
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A related category of self-statements involves those that happen over a period of
time in a session. One educator described how her self-talk shifted over time as she
experienced the cumulative impact of multiple triggers from the same male co-trainer:
I know I thought repeatedly, "Why is he doing this? Does he feel an urge to
dominate? To get attention by irritating? Is he feeling so small and threatened?”
But as time progressed my thoughts were more often, "Who the fuck does he
think he is? We must find a way to not tolerate this and require him to be
accountable. No man will do this to me and our trainees!"
Another discussed how she used self-talk to keep revisiting the trigger and her
feelings of anger throughout the seminar:
Getting feedback that this was common behavior infuriated me and I kept
touching that to keep myself angry. Not useful!
It is common that social justice educators experience multiple, often competing
self-statements when they are triggered:
When I'm in those moments, it's almost as if I have three or four or five different
voices going on in my head, with different points of view and it depends on what
day, which one wins out.
It was, "How dare you!" at one level and, and I also went to that, "Let me listen to
what you're saying, because I want to hear what you're saying."
"Shit! What do I say? What do I do? How do I really know this? When did I read
that? What was the date?" You know? "What was the name of that guy that said
that?" And, you know, like checking all my facts; checking all my experiences;
how do I say this so I don't sound like one of "those" people, like, you know,
"Well, I'm here to save all you folks," you know? Very conscious!
2. Self-talk to manage emotional and behavioral responses
Several informants discussed how they used self-talk to try to calm themselves
down:
I got a grip on myself and managed to talk some sense into me.. .1 calmed my
internal process and body's desire to run. I basically overrode my body's fight or
flight alarm through internal dialogue. This took some time, a few minutes.
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The other thing was that I was thinking well of everyone. That no one here is
intending to do harm. So I was trusting the intent of all of us in the space.
I internally reminded myself of the developmental skills of these students and told
myself that they were testing me. I also felt that some of the men were reasonable
and there to learn.
I said to myself, "They are never going to get this - at least not right now. Take
this as far as you can and keep working on it over the next two years of their
program."
Some educators used self-statements to coach themselves into responding in
effective ways by reminding themselves to keep their focus on the learning goals and to
practice appropriate facilitator behaviors.
Own this response with confidence; set a tone so I won't be eaten alive; you know
this stuff...explain it... It's ok to disagree, but don't get defensive... hear
her... stretch... admit what you don't know... state your opinion as your
opinion...invite in other's opinion...ask the group what direction they want to go
in...
(I told myself) my job is to expose people to material. It's not my job to change
who they are.
I think I just went cerebral at that point and said, "I have a job to do. I need to
wrap this up.” I just remember thinking, "I don't want to lose this, so I need to
make sure that I make some decision as to where we want to go from here, and do
it in a positive way." So, I just remember thinking that, "We've got to use this."
Some of the respondents reported using self-talk to keep themselves from intervening in
less effective ways:
It was just pure rage, that would just be on the inside of me, and then I'm like,
"They don't want to see it come out, so it's in my best interest and in their best
interest for me to ignore them, because if I have to say one more thing ... it would
be like 'don't make me have to come over there."'
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A number of respondents used self-talk to put a positive frame on the triggering
incident. Their internal dialogue tended to shift their focus towards viewing the trigger as a
“gift” and as an opportunity to model and teach core competencies and skills.
I remember thinking that this was an opportunity for everybody to learn
something.
Okay, this is a wonderful opportunity for learning...Here's an opportunity to
model what you should do.
I'm thinking, "This is an important experience that we're having; this is happening
now because we can learn from it, and so I need to give myself up to this as much
as I need to give myself up to the other, more joyous feeling." That's very hard to
do.
But I tell myself, maybe three or four times. I'm giving them a gift, an opportunity
to explore some things; an opportunity to work through some stuff... And I have
to remind myself of that and then try to meet them where they are...
Another way educators used self-talk to manage themselves was to reframe their
perspective and look at the situation from the point of view of the participant(s). By
shifting their appraisal of the situation these educators were able to respond from a more
compassionate place and better meet the participants “where they are.”
I thought, "Well, maybe she's just venting and she wants to just get it all out and
there's not an opportunity."
I first gave him the benefit of the doubt cognitively by thinking that maybe he was
confused about the agenda or just excited or nervous.
I immediately shifted my internal state to curiosity, empathy, and compassion.
Reminded myself that in a scientific organization they need to be specific,
concrete, and that the culture is "nothing can be left to chance."
I really try to focus on what they're saying and where they're coming from, so that
I could work with whatever it is that has triggered me.
3. Reflective self-talk to analyze and develop strategy
Many respondents described using self-talk to analyze the situation and to decide
how to best intervene in the moment. Their reflective thoughts helped them to diagnose
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both their own reactions and those of the participant(s) and to choose a strategy that best
fits the situation.
In my head I used the "Ladder of inference" to understand what happened.
I need to figure out what that person's feeling; I need to figure out why I'm
reacting this way...1 just would keep working at it like a termite!
I tried to think about how to respond, I tried to think through what was up with
this man and what were the reactions of others in the group.
I know one of the things that was going on in me was, "Okay, now I am with a
young, black man from a working class background...” And had him seeing
himself very much as a targeted person.
I wondered if he felt threatened as a white male in a class about race. I wondered
if he was testing me to see if I was going to give him space to speak up and not be
"PC," space to have a voice and challenge my authority.
A number of educators reported using self-talk to determine how to respond in the
situation. The following comments reflect the complex and often competing agendas that
educators have to negotiate as they choose their response.
I had to prioritize what to handle, who to take care of, and what I wanted to role
model.
I asked myself whether I would allow someone, in this case a tall heavy set
burly union type man, to intimidate me and whether I was willing to collude.
A few used reflective thinking to anticipate the impact of possible intervention strategies:
This was the first time this session had had a woman of color dean and I didn't
want noise to go back into the client about her not handling her staff.
She wanted to engage in a we/they dialogue; do I out myself as Christian? Do I let
her presume I'm Jewish? It shouldn't matter; but which path has more
effectiveness and integrity?
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4. Self-talk that occurs sometime after the triggering event
Several respondents described the self-statements they had after their initial
reaction to the triggering incident. This self-talk seemed to fall into one of two categories.
Some of it tended to be more self-critical and judgmental:
And, in the end, in the checkout, he said he was shot down and it was like
"Good!” on one hand. On the other one, I thought, "Shit! I knew I didn't do this
well."
So, afterward, I'd get this feedback, and (I’d think) "Christ, I'm never going to
figure this out!" So I'd get frustrated and I'd sometimes lose energy. You know,
you just collapse, when I was alone.
But I was left uncomfortable with my own emotions thinking what I could have
done to have a more wise response.
I wandered, in terms of my thoughts, back to the incident.. .first thing I thought
was, "Did I do something wrong?” I don't remember spending too much time on
it. I mean, after an hour, I pretty much let it go.
The other category of self-talk after the fact involved strategizing ways to best
revisit the triggering incident to maximize the learning of participants.
So, all week I'm thinking about, "How can I rework this? Can we talk about this?
Okay, what are they reading for next week?” In the past, it would have kept me
awake. I would think, "Oh! Why didn't I say this? Or why didn't I say that? Or
why didn't I do this?" You know, now it's like, "We'll get to it. We'll get back to
it." So now it's more of a fun kind of manipulation. "How can I do this? How can I
do that?"
D. What is the educator’s intent when responding to the situation?
While describing their responses to triggering incidents many educators shared
their intent behind the intervention strategies they used. The issues of power and control
seemed a common theme in the examples where educators were less satisfied with their
responses.

125

I wished to maintain control, and I wished to stay in control...I perceived that if I
went out of control the group would feel no sense of safety in handling later
disputes.
In these cases their intent ranged from wanting to “put down” the participants and teach
them a lesson to proving the participants wrong and winning the argument. In addition
educators described how they chose responses in an effort to regain and maintain their
control of the situation, shut down the group dynamics, and change how participants
think and feel about the material.
What I often do is try and fix and change the other person, make them see that I'm
right; they're wrong.
One respondent described why she chose to wait until a break to confront her cofacilitator who was acting inappropriately:
I did not want to act as if our training team had a dispute and wasn't united in
front of the trainees. This could otherwise interfere with their learning and create
tension.
The intent of educators when responding in situations where they felt satisfied
included wanting to “join” with participants and wanting to help them understand the
issues without their feeling humiliated or marginalized.
It was important to do it in a way that everybody could leave with their self¬
esteem intact.
E. What is the outcome of the educator’s intervention?
A number of respondents described the negative outcomes that were a result of
their interventions in situations where they felt less satisfied with the ways they had
responded. One faculty member described very common dynamics:
The impact on me would be that I would be angry that they weren't getting it; the
impact on a student would be that they would probably be angry that I wasn't
listening to them, or that I made assumptions, or was attacking them. And the
learning would either halt, be slowed down, or just be skewed in a way that trust
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was lost. And we wouldn't be able to get to the deeper places that we needed to
get.
One of the common outcomes was that “y°u lose the group” as well as individual
participants.
You can feel the group is no longer with you; I lost credibility.
I felt I had missed him and the group.
The Asian woman almost left the group because she felt she had overexposed
herself and needed to "save face."
Another prevalent outcome was that these interventions shut down constructive dialogue.
My response was pretty heavy handed to the point that there was a pall in the
room. We proceeded with the workshop, but I had in effect stifled open and
honest dialogue by and between the staff.
I just ended up silencing her. I don't know what her opinion ended up being
around it. And I will probably never know because I don't think she would safely
talk to me about it again.
By the time I was done, I think people were afraid to say another thing in the
room.
These interventions often disrupt the flow of the rest of the seminar, increase the feelings
of tension and defensiveness, and block any further learning or progress in the group.
A number of informants described situations where the impact of their
intervention set up antagonistic dynamics with participants that consumed a significant
amount of airtime and left other participants feeling frustrated and disconnected.
As a result we tended to "fight" with this participant throughout the entire
workshop.
He also raised objections to material at other points in the workshop and began to
dominate a bit.. .This ultimately angered some of the women, who then felt
ignored and alienated.
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One respondent described a related dynamic of how frustrated white participants
displaced their anger about the white male trainer’s triggered response onto his colleague
of color.
There have been times, especially when I was first doing this work, I'd just get
pissed at guys, catch them in their inconsistency and nail them. And years later I
found out from my male colleague of color that they'd take it out on the staff of
color in the workshop, because they'd never come back at me.
A few informants shared their perceptions of the outcomes of their interventions
in triggering events where they felt satisfied with their responses. One faculty member
sensed that she earned greater respect from participants:
I think I gained the respect of most of the men for confronting the situation rather
than avoiding the offensive questions or getting upset about them.
A consultant felt that his intervention to engage the resistance of the senior white male
participant opened up the chance for authentic dialogue and facilitated deeper
understanding across groups:
Over time, the feeling of acceptance "got over" to him and the other men and they
began to listen to the experience of others, rather than just rebut what others said.
The session became one where profound healing occurred.
A faculty member described the results of when she created a safe space for a white male
student to strongly disagree and choose to not participate in activities with the rest of the
class:
The white man later said that that moment in the class was the most pivotal one
for him because I /we did not judge or pressure him. As a result, he said in a letter
to me, he felt like he had room to explore the issue at his own pace and eventually
he became an outspoken ally, compared to where he was when he began the class,
regarding issues of racism, sexism, and homophobia.
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A consultant of color talked about the impact on the group dynamics after she
gave a white male participant very direct, honest and clear feedback based on her
experience of his behavior during the seminar:
I felt good at the time and it had an amazing effect on the group. The next
morning one white man came in and told his truth. He apologized to my black
male partner for some offensive behavior toward him 10 years ago. A second
white man apologized to me for offensive behavior during this workshop. Both of
these apologies were unsolicited and simply accepted. My belief is that my
"coming clean " the prior evening left the way open for others to come clean.
Very interesting.
A faculty member described a similar outcome that occurred after she gently
confronted a student about his offensive anti-Semitic remark.
He apologized profusely and was embarrassed. He said that he'd been brought up
using the word and had never really thought about it as having anything to do
with Jews and had never actually met any Jews before me, and on and on. We
went on to have a good discussion.
F. How do educators react in situations where they are less satisfied with their response?
Some of the comments from educators identified why they felt less satisfied with
their responses to the triggering events. A number of respondents felt that they had reacted
in ways that had generated or aggravated the resistance of participants instead of opening
up opportunities for honest dialogue.
I didn't make room for her pain! And so she didn't really feel heard.
I passed up a chance to listen and support him and be a different kind of up front
model for the rest of the white participants.
I failed to stay with his resistance to find out why his objection was so strong.
When I get triggered, I forget that the "bully" has his own pain and feels
powerless, too. The "take him out" part of my personality comes to the fore and I
take a competitive stance toward the person. What I forget to do is remember that
the bully's pain comes from not being heard, too.
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Other trainers described how they let the resistance and “ignorance” of the participants
“get to them.” Some were less satisfied because they “gave up” on participants while
others reacted out of anger and tried to force them to change.
I instead abdicated my role as process consultant and played role of advocate.
In the following section I describe how educators reacted in situations where they
felt less satisfied with their behavior. Their responses seem to fall into the following
categories:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Aggressive responses
Strategies to change the participant(s)
Strategies to control the group dynamics
Mis-manage their own emotions
End any further engagement with the participant(s)
Unable to respond in moment
Overly focused on participant(s)
Smooth over potential conflict situation
Concerned about how they will be seen

1. Aggressive responses
Several trainers discussed how they over-reacted and became very aggressive
when triggered. They described how they “lost it,” “snapped” and “flipped out,” choosing
to “fight fire with fire” by responding in ways similar to those they experienced from the
participants.
There was a time when that whole room disappeared and all I saw was these two
guys, maybe even this one guy in particular, where it was just me and them in the
room and we were throwing shit back and forth to each other. And it was awful.
I think I went into a tunnel; I think that the rest of the room didn't exist anymore.
Educators described how they swore, argued with participants, and “made remarks to
make them look like jerks.”
It was okay to go after them. It was okay for me to get emotional and raise my
voice and point my finger and (say,) "You know what you . ..!"
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It is interesting to note that the target of most of these aggressive responses were white
male participants.
Some of the male respondents described how they used the power and authority
of their role as trainer to “shut down” participants and “take them out.”
Bullies trigger me. So if I think they can't be engaged, I will move to the next
level of escalation, which is to shut them down.
I used my dominant group status as facilitator, along with my fear factor of black
male, to intimidate him.
One white male trainer described these types of aggressive reactions as “hyper¬
masculine.”
Aggression and...heavy confrontation, I think masculine is the best way that I
could really describe it...“Hyper-masculine," like cutting people off; thinking that
I know everything about what there is; not necessarily letting other discussion
happen. (Thinking) my ideas are right and divergent ideas are wrong. It's okay to
raise my voice; it's okay to hurt someone in the context of what I was trying to tell
them.
He went on to reflect:
What we were doing was almost replicating sexism, or replicating what it means
to be a hyper-masculine man in the context of trying to teach somebody about
sexism, which is just fucked up, you know?
A related dynamic occurred when male trainers reacted in a competitive way
when triggered by male participants:
(I would) try to "get" him by a comment here and there that is competitive, as if I
am saying, "I won't let you get away with that."
The competition has a violent edge, the competition that we engage in is so
prevalent, and so present.
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2. Strategies to change participant(s)
Many educators told stories of how they tried to push the participants to change
how they thought, felt and acted. They used a wide variety of techniques including
arguing, finger-pointing, lecturing, criticizing, shaming, and punishing.
I just found myself almost arguing with them. Which was not good,
because I was beginning to argue because I was just so overwhelmed by how
ignorant their statements were and how scary they were. I was really trying to
push them to think differently and they pushed back.
I chose to cross my arms and interrogate her in a way that tried to paint her into a
comer so she would see, "Oh, my goodness! I'm wrong..." I used a) my
knowledge of information, b) my power to pose questions to her in front of the
class c) my ability to move freely in the classroom, d) and the fact that I can
always get the last word in to put her thoughts "down" and make sure that
students knew what I thought about her comments.
I said, with the finger pointing at them! "You guys are going to sit in that circle
and tell people what you did.. .If you're going to tell me this now, you need to tell
this in front of the women.” And in the afternoon, they totally avoided it... So I
helped them go there. I didn't really help them. I forced them.. .1 felt if I didn't
do it, nobody else was going to do it.
Some educators deliberately enlisted participants in an attempt to change
another’s viewpoint:
But sometimes, if I feel like the class is behind me, I will enlist them in helping
me in my charge to get this person to think, which isolates and humiliates that
person even more.
A number of educators described times when they reverted to a “telling” mode in
order to change participants.
It is my usual response to go to a "teaching" mode when I feel triggered,
challenged, stuck, or sense that folks are not getting the point. So I start "telling",
defining, giving models and theory, and generally playing, “I am smarter than you
are.” It almost never works.
And I think the trap for me is, with my mind, I can very quickly see what they're
missing. And so on a day when I'm tired, I'm impatient and I want to throw
down that trump card so they get what they're missing. That's not meeting people
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where they are; that's just outfoxing them... I would say a growing edge for me is
to do less teaching.
3. Strategies to control the group dynamics
Another common triggered response was to try to control or stop the group
dynamics in the moment by confronting, interrupting and “intercepting” participants.
I needed to stop him, and went to automatic control and challenged him with my
come back, not thinking of the consequences.
As he was restating his opinion again, I interrupted him and told him with a lot of
emotion in my voice that I didn't think his jokes were funny, but rather that they
were very offensive to me.
Because I had that underlying goal of where they needed to be, I watched myself
respond in short, curt ways and try to corral them back in line.
I get in a place where I feel...this person is threatening what we're doing
and I need to defend what we're doing in a way that doesn't have the person feel
hurt, but it shuts them down. Or it counters what they're saying. So, it's a kind of
win-lose stance.
A number of trainers described how they tried to control the situation when they reacted
out of their defensiveness:
I got defensive and told the participants they were resistant and that I felt they had
no business trying to do diversity work.
I immediately went defensive, supported my co-trainer, and used every
intellectual argument I could muster in support of her.
4. Mis-manage their own emotions
Many respondents shared how they were less satisfied with how they managed
their emotions during triggering events. Several were uncomfortable when they cried as
they intervened in the situation.
My voice cracked, I welled up with tears, and the group, men and women, seemed
to feel defensive, upset and caught off guard by the "intensity of my feelings."
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I just lost it! My eyes filled up; I couldn't talk; and I just basically started crying
in front of my whole group.
A few respondents were concerned that they had acted out of anger and had “displaced”
their feelings onto participants.
I got angry and overreacted to the next little thing that happened as if it were
insulting when in actuality it was only some guy clearing his throat. He was
probably the truest ally in the class.
I think it was about one to two minutes. Because I will tell you that in those
moments, it seems like eternity. We might have had three exchanges in which I
went from frustrated to angry to enraged. In a heartbeat.. .It does not take long to
alienate a student, to change the dynamics in a class for a day or for the rest of the
semester. It does not take long.
5. End any further engagement with the participant(s)
Another category of how educators responded in less satisfying ways was when
they ended any further engagement with the participant(s). This dynamic occurred in a
variety of related examples. Several trainers consciously avoided interacting with the
source of their trigger.
I let someone else handle the grads... .1 was too scared to address them. I had a
quick team conference, asked the grads to step outside and talk with one team
member, and I finished the exercise.
I felt threatened... And I was pissed at her for being that way, so I had no desire to
really engage her.
I also could have invited him to speak more with me during the break or at the
end, but I think my own emotional reaction kept me from really having the desire
to do that.
Educators described how they would ignore the participant and continue on with the
session.
If someone would say something and I felt triggered by it, I'd go, "Oh, that's a
good point," and if I saw their hand up again, I would totally just not see it.
I acted on my anger by ignoring what she said.
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Some trainers would try to ignore and overlook the entire incident and move on with the
activity without addressing the issues in the room.
So I inelegantly brought it to a kind of poor closure. I knew what I was doing at
the time was not working, but was unwilling to push the envelope...
But I never came back and talked about that... I just kind of picked up where I left
off, as if, "Okay, problem taken of, where were we?" And there was just so much
that could have happened there.
We never discussed the dynamic with the participants which I am certain they
sensed unconsciously and very likely saw explicitly.
I cut the discussion of this topic and moved on to concepts that were less
controversial.
One trainer described how she told a participant to leave the workshop.
I said, "If you are not here to learn, if you are just here to continue to be
destructive, then I invite you to leave." In fact, I wasn't that nice. I was like,
"You need to leave."
A few educators chose to end the session because they were unable to continue to
facilitate in the moment.
So, what happened was we came back and I basically just did a wrap-up kind of a
thing. I just couldn't continue, I couldn't, I was so furious, and... we probably had
at least two to three more hours left in the day. And I just did something real safe
and sent them on their way. Because I just couldn't deal with it.
6. Unable to respond in moment
A number of respondents described times when they were dissatisfied that they
were not able to respond in the moment when they were triggered. Some described
feeling immobilized and “impotent.”
I felt angry and caught in a web of words. Feeling impotent, unable to intervene.
And so became silent and absent.
I felt suddenly very unsafe.. .1 was too fearful at the time to respond.
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Others “shut down” and withdrew into themselves.
I think I shut down because I lost respect for them and I lost confidence that they
cared about me.
I was quiet the total meeting which impacted the group process. No other
African American women spoke.
Ultimately, I completely shut down and was unable to open up for the next, the
last class.
A number of respondents described how they would “zone out,” become
distracted, and not be present in the moment.
I do not remember what happened in the remainder of that segment on gender.
It was so noisy (in my head)... I wasn't present and a couple of times I think
people said something to me and I literally didn't hear them; I was so busy
interacting with it and talking to myself.. .there was just too much chatter in my
head that I could not be present after I felt like I had messed up.
I don't think I was as effective listening to the next 10 students who were talking
to me, because I was still focused on that one student who had just kind of pissed
me off.
7. Overly focused on participant(s)
Some respondents shared times when they became overly focused on participants
who were extremely resistant in the session.
I found myself speaking with and towards him a great deal, allowing him to take
up disproportionate air time, and allowing him to raise issues which I then
focused on without enough regard for the interests of the rest of the group...
I became triggered by becoming overly invested in and focused on getting (this
one white male) to engage...I got hooked into allowing him to dominate the
group and some of the agenda.
Another trainer shared how she was very focused on a man who reminded her of
someone who had sexually assaulted her in her youth.
I began to realize that I was constantly keeping track of where he was and then
keeping myself away from him. I continued to keep a very close eye on him and
kept my distance physically.
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A male educator discussed how he became overly attentive to a female participant
whom he found attractive.
I have a tendency to come too close to some kinds of women; I'm aware that I'm
not a very good instrument in those situations...I easily tend to move too close; I
carry with me a lot of caution. I might not confront and I might be overly
supportive and overly nurturing and protective. I struggle to maintain those
boundaries.
8. Smooth over potential conflict situation
A number of educators were less satisfied with their response when they tried to
avoid or smooth over potential conflict situations. A couple of trainers who worked in a
very socially conservative university discussed how they deliberately chose not to
address controversial issues or “push too hard” because they wanted the faculty and staff
participants to leave with a “positive” experience. They were concerned that participants
would feel frustrated or angry and later complain about the experience in ways that could
undermine the overall diversity effort.
I want people to want to hear more information. I don't necessarily want to just
shut them off. And I just try to work with them, kind of where they are, and try to
offer them the information in a manner that they're going to be receptive to, and
often that means not upsetting them, not having them feel so uncomfortable that
they won't come back for a workshop or that they don't recommend our
workshops to other students and faculty.
I find myself dealing with whatever they've offered in a more gentle manner than
really naming it.
The impact is I think I really kind of let him off the hook with not necessarily
calling him on that and not necessarily giving him an opportunity to deal with
what he said and how he feels about it.
Others shared how they hesitate to confront or address tough issues for fear they may not
be able to manage the situation effectively.
If afraid I can’t handle it, I may not push or ask...
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Do I want to go there? Will I be able to manage what comes out of this guy's
mouth? Do I be careful what you ask for?
A couple of faculty members shared how they avoided engaging the participant(s)
around their feelings and chose to intervene at the cognitive level.
I would intellectualize.. .1 would just fire right back without taking the time to
realize that it may not be the content that I needed to tend to, but the process...
I answered her questions by explaining the meaning and origin of the term antiSemitism. I went cognitive, instead of engaging her resistance.
Another faculty member described how she tried to avoid any conflict among students by
attempting to “fix” a situation when she intervened with the students who were
complaining about a group member who had a learning disability.
I worked with the group on how to work with him, but forgot to include him! I
was the savior protecting him, patronizing him. I thought I was doing the right
thing, using this opportunity as a learning experience for his intolerant classmates. I
was ignorant of strategies which are co-constructed by student and teacher, the
oppressed and the oppressor. I was insensitive and unempowering to my student
with learning disabilities. I was too quick to "fix it" and intolerant of conflict.
9. Concerned about how they will be seen
Several educators reacted out of their fear and concern for how participants would
view them. They chose responses designed to manage and control these perceptions. One
respondent described this dynamic:
(I am) very conscious of every word I'm saying... so I get hesitant... and I'm in
my head trying to act a certain way instead of being.. .I'm worried about how am I
going to be seen and therefore treated.
A faculty member who was afraid the students would realize that she did not
know much about a topic described how she tried to manage the situation:
I tend to over informationalize it to legitimize my perspective. If I say a lot
about it, then you must think I know a lot about it. So I talk, ad nauseam, instead
of let people ask questions and respond (where) it might be revealed that I don't
know everything about this.

138

A white trainer had a similar fear that she would be “found out” as not very
knowledgeable about racism. Her response was to try to avoid addressing issues of race.
I didn't do much around race then or I was very controlled if I did. I didn't have
enough knowledge and I couldn't tell people I didn't know at that point, because
they'd think I was like other whites, and here I was getting paid... so I had to fake
it till I made it. I couldn't be vulnerable around my dominant group identities.
G. How do educators react in situations where they feel satisfied with their response?
Educators stated several reasons they felt satisfied with their response including that
they had been able to detach from the situation, embrace the resistance and stay engaged
with participants. As a result, the participants were more willing to engage in meaningful
dialogue.
We both left the workshop feeling good about our interaction. I felt good about
embracing the resistance.
Educators reported feeling satisfied with how they managed their internal feelings and
reactions and “shifted their internal stance.” Another criteria they identified was how
they had shared their feelings and thoughts in clear, direct and honest ways that were
respectful of the participants and did not distract from the learning experience or violate
the group guidelines for behavior.
I’m pretty comfortable with the fact that I didn't yell and scream and spit at
people. I didn't do anything that took me to a place that students are going to
over-focus on my behavior. But I did share with them my concern about what the
comments meant.
I felt good at the end since we were all whole as a result of the process.
A final theme was that educators felt satisfied if they had responded with integrity. One
informant described this dynamic:
I was clean with myself.
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In the following section I discuss the specific ways that educators responded in
situations where they felt satisfied with their reactions. I have organized the data into the
following themes:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Use the self as instrument
“Let go” and engage the resistance
Apologize for inappropriate behavior
Confront the situation directly
Manage their own emotional reactions
Meet the participants “where they are”
Shift internal self-talk
Use co-facilitators
Take a break
Connect to spirit

1. Use the self as instrument
A number of educators described how they used the triggering event to further the
learning in the moment. They used their “self as instrument” by noticing and naming their
feelings, thoughts, hunches, physiological reactions, assumptions, behaviors, and
experiences as data in the learning process.
Now if something happens I'll just say, "I'm starting to feel pissed off." Or "I'm
starting to feel angry," or "I'm feeling angry, and let me tell you why."
Using the self as instrument also provided the opportunity to model a number of key
skills including conflict resolution, managing emotions, and engaging in meaningful
dialogue across dominant and subordinate groups. Several respondents shared examples
of what they said when they used the self as instrument:
Here’s what happened for me, what's going on with you?
Instead of responding with anger, I would say, "So and so, I am realizing that I am
feeling a lot of emotion. Let me tell you what is going on for me and how I'm
experiencing your present remark."
You know, that remark is hard for me to hear as a Jewish parent. My kids really
suffered a lot of pain when they had teachers who did stuff like that.

Educators noted that talking honestly about what they were feeling and
experiencing during their triggering event often opened the door for participants to
discuss their own feelings and reactions in a more open and authentic atmosphere.
And so I just basically confessed... I just basically said that "this is what I'm
feeling right now; this is how this is hitting me." And it worked out really
great.. .There were several people of color in the room that kind of echoed some
of that same thing.
A few educators described how they used the “self as instrument” to diagnose the
situation and to gain insight to guide their intervention. Some informants felt that their
own reactions were a significant resource and a possible indicator of what participants
may be feeling or experiencing in the session.
I began to feel scared and nervous about the Executive Director's silence and
other's cautiousness. I used my feelings and their behaviors to hunch that they are
also nervous, and that the EC may be one cause of that; that is, that they are
intimidated by him or what they believe will be his reaction. Or I'm hunching that
they're protecting him or someone else in the room... So, I tried explaining my
emotional reaction to him as a way to explain how others might feel intimidated
by him.
I realize that what I’m feeling and experiencing may be parallel to what others
feel and experience from this person, in this organization, etc.
I use myself as instrument, either to notice what I'm feeling and know that
that's a clue as to what other people are feeling, or what needs to happen, or to
actually extrovert it and talk about what's going on for me . ..
2. “Let go” and engage the resistance
A number of educators described how they “engaged the resistance” by moving
into deeper dialogue with participants when they “pushed back” or challenged in the
session. One respondent stated that engaging the resistance when triggered required that
she “let go and trust the process.” A common strategy was to ask open-ended questions of
the participant(s) to gain deeper understanding of their feelings and issues.
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I tried to engage him so that I could better understand what he was trying to say
and to also have time to further express my perspective.
On a good day, I go below the ideological words and remember to connect with
the feelings of the person, knowing that once they are truly heard the tone in the
room will become more soft-edged as the person feels heard and respected.
The ability to understand before being understood; let her get all of her stuff
cleared out, and maybe she'll be open to hearing some of my perspective.
One faculty member described this dynamic as “going into the Columbo mode.” Another
respondent talked about actively listening to the participant:
My behavioral reaction was to maintain eye contact with her throughout her
comments and consciously "attend" to what she was saying.
Another strategy to engage the resistance was to open up space for the participant to
share their feelings and reactions:
I had strong feelings about the switching of the context from race to gender and
level, but allowed the participant to express her concerns with the understanding
that she was also probably speaking for the group.
Educators described how they would then acknowledge the pain and emotions of the
resisting participants in order to build a connection with them.
A number of respondents discussed how they reacted when participants confronted
them. Instead of “responding in kind” and challenging back, one trainer described how she
chose to acknowledge the “feedback” from the participant who criticized the quality of the
booklet they had developed for the session:
My impulse was to say, "Okay, well, you write the damn book...” but I would
just thank him for his feedback and say, "We'll take that into consideration," you
know, "We're rewriting it.”
Another trainer acknowledged the differences of opinion when he responded to a similar
critique of the reading materials:
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I relaxed and said to him that I thought this was an excellent piece and that is why
I included it. He was free, of course, to disagree, and he was free to bring into the
group any other writings he wished to. I further elaborated on what I found to be
of value to me, and probably to them, of the piece... very calmly.
When experiencing resistance a number of educators tried to facilitate a broader
dialogue on the issues by inviting other participants to respond in the situation:
I asked the class to comment. And gave people a chance to talk in pairs about
whatever feelings and thoughts came up in them. Then had a round for people to
say whatever they felt and thought.
Instead of arguing with the woman, I opened the discussion up to the workshop
participants to provide examples of oppression that they had been witness to in
relation to women.
A faculty member described how she managed a workshop where several fraternity
pledges wrote offensive and provocative “questions” for her to answer in her presentation
on homophobia. Her strategy was to use the responses from the other group members to
challenge the authors of the inappropriate questions and to provide a balance of
conversation on the topic.
I did eventually read the challenging questions, professed my ignorance of the
terminology and asked for input from others. Several men suggested that the
questions were inappropriate which led to some good peer mentoring and modeling.
It ended up being quite a positive experience.
3. Apologize for inappropriate behavior
Many of the respondents described how they were satisfied with how they
apologized to the participant(s) for their inappropriate reactions. They felt that taking
responsibility for their actions often provided a powerful learning opportunity and helped
to shift difficult group dynamics. One faculty member described how she tries to respond
in situations when she has made a mistake or acted in inappropriate ways:
Acknowledge it was an error, apologize, not defend it, not seek to explain it, not
hold on to it, and let it go, then it's a lot easier to move on. I'm able to do this

more easily when I can clearly see how my comment or actions were
inappropriate. I'm less able to do this when it's muddier, less clear.
Another faculty member told her experience of “owning” her behavior:
I told them that I should not have responded in such a triggered manner to her and
that I had actually ventured from the ground rules set for me. I apologized to them
and told them a little about my triggered reaction. I then said that the goal of
ground rules is not necessarily to not make mistakes but to also give us a way to
clean them up when we do. The class reacted positively and appreciated my
honesty and we then moved on to the rest of the content.
One faculty member discussed how she apologized for an offensive comment she had
made during class:
I said, "I can see how that would be upsetting." I apologized. I appreciated her for
speaking up and saying something.
A trainer told how she referenced back to her triggered reaction and apologized
after she had reflected on her behavior:
What I did well after the triggering event was about 5 minutes later...I went back
and apologized for my "outburst." I did this in front of the whole group. I told the
student that although my message remains the same, how I delivered the message
was disrespectful and I wish I had handled it differently. I told him he had
triggered me with his aggressive challenge and I made a poor choice in
responding back with aggression.
One consultant used his apology as an opportunity to build a connection with the
participant by acknowledging the impact of his behavior and that of other white men:
I said that I regretted that my behavior had had this impact of hurting her... it
sounded like this had happened to you before; white men cutting you off while
excusing the same behavior in other whites...and that I, too, would feel reluctant
to participate under those conditions.
4. Confront the situation directly
A number of educators felt satisfied with their response when they directly
confronted the dynamics in the room. Some felt that intervening in a direct way re¬
established their credibility with participants. One faculty member described how she
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responded when her co-facilitator “corrected” her in front of the students. She called for a
break and confronted her colleague in private:
I told him I didn't like that, didn't appreciate it, and as far as I was concerned it
was incorrect and inappropriate; and I would accept his apology. When students
came back, I noticed and named the process/dynamic and said what I thought was
wrong with it, and I accepted his apology publicly. And I noticed that he had one
way to do it and I have another. It doesn't mean that one is right or wrong, better
or worse, it just means that they're different.
Several other educators who were triggered by their co-facilitators described how
they chose to take over responsibility for leading the activity when they felt that their
colleague was clearly mismanaging the learning environment.
I closed the activity, slightly taking it over from him by standing up and ending
the piece.
What I did was stand on my feet, to kind of acknowledge that "you need to let me
get in here." I try not to disrupt them when they're right in the middle of
something, but he was just not handling that well at all. But I was just, I was
very, very angry, almost to the point of where I couldn't make sense of where I
needed to go at that point. Angry and in shock and then immediately said we
needed to take a break.
A consultant told how she responded when a resistant participant asked her for
feedback about his behavior in the session.
I started to dance around this. I then decided to be straight. I took a deep breath
and settled in. I told the truth. I said how I had experienced him. I owned my
feelings. I was descriptive, clear and non-blaming. I simply said what I saw and
experienced. It was a beautiful experience.
»
A number of educators directly confronted participants who made inappropriate
comments. A faculty member described how she responded to a student who had made an
anti-Semitic remark in class:
I managed to react quickly. "Wait a minute, Mark" I said, "You've just said
something that's a problem? Do you know what it is?" I explained that "Jewing
someone down" was a racial/religious slur against Jews. He apologized.
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A consultant of color explained how he directly confronts whites whose behavior is
intentionally offensive and racist:
Race is my only subordinate group. I go to a place where I defend myself;
because there is intent, there are people who make mistakes and people who do
things consciously. I want the behavior stopped. I will come at you and want the
behavior stopped. This is a part of me I have no intent to change. I’ve been
encouraged to change this by whites; mostly by white women who have seen that
level of rage in me.
Two female trainers described how they had “stood their ground” when managing
dynamics with resistant male participants. One described how she responded when a
participant threatened her during a break and demanded that she apologize for her earlier
confrontive comments:
I planted my feet, looked up at him and responded that if I had to do it again I
would, and that that was what I was hired to do.
The other trainer told how she responded to a senior white male participant who was
continuing to dominate the discussion even after she had gently intervened to redirect his
behavior.
I interrupted him and in effect told him he couldn't do what he was doing. That
was quite a process because he didn't appreciate it at all and began trying to shut
me down with loud voice and body informing me that I had given him permission
to talk and that I was being very rude and he didn't appreciate it. This took awhile
for me to get him to shut up. I stayed firm and got him to stop.
Several educators described how they were satisfied when they brought the
discussion back to the triggering issue. One informant described how she felt a “nudge”
to go back to an issue after about five minutes of discussion. Another trainer described a
similar situation:
If it's bothered me, if I've thought about it over and over, if it comes back to me
later on. I’ll go, "You know, if I'm still thinking about it, I've not resolved this. I
need to go back." And I've kind of gone back and said, "There was a comment
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earlier that's kind of still on my mind right now, and I just wanted to kind of talk
more about that if we can."
A few educators talked about their need to be patient during triggering events and
to remember that they can always come back to the conversation at a later point when it
may prove more productive for the learning.
Two female faculty discussed their strategy of redirecting the focus of the
conversation by asking participants to consider alternative perspectives to those that were
expressed in the session.
And she made the comment of, “I don’t walk through Puerto Rican
neighborhoods at night.” And I said, "Hmmm, I wonder is it sometimes that we
get class and race confused. And I'm wondering are you saying you wouldn't walk
through poor neighborhoods late at night?”
I attempted to raise the importance of considering alternate viewpoints and
perspectives as this issue and to support the idea of at least considering the points
made in the reading.
A number of educators shared examples of how they took direct measures to
manage the triggered reactions of participants during triggering events in an effort to stay
within the ground rules.
I tried to return the classroom to a balance as the rest of the room looked as
shocked as I felt.
It was important to calm the larger group down because most of them had become
visibly upset by her comments.
I gently brought the discussion back to the topic of homophobia, went over
the guidelines we'd listed for the day and added the one of "sharing air time.”
One related strategy was to either “table” the controversial topic or choose to not engage
the issues raised by the resistant participants.
I said, "Well, that is a very politically charged question and it will take us away
from our topic. Maybe some other day."
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I think I decided at that point that I'm not going there right now. Because it's
either too big or it's, in my mind, it's unresolvable in the time that we have.
5. Manage their own emotional reactions
Many educators described how they felt satisfied with how they had managed
their emotional reactions when triggered. A common response was to “bind” and contain
their feelings so they could react in a more thoughtful and reflective way.
I feel like I'm holding myself, in a way. Because emotions are running very high, I
need to contain. I have to remember I'm in this role! But I need to contain and
keep an eye on it. Such that you don't just release.
So I just stopped for a minute, kind of contained myself.
One faculty member described how he focused on the people in the room in order to
distract himself from his own triggered emotional reaction:
The thing that saved me was I looked around the room and saw there were a
number of people in the room that were having a lot of trouble; so I was able to
focus on them and get out of myself and that's how I undid the trigger.
Some respondents chose to manage their emotions by staying quiet and letting
others respond to the situation.
Considering how upset I got, I think the best thing I did was to keep quiet as a
trainer and allow participants to handle the situation.
One trainer felt that “if I had intervened I would not do it calmly, logically, rationally,
and would be perceived as defensive.”
Several informants reflected on how much energy and focus it took to bind their
feelings when they were triggered:
For me, I felt great about my response but noticed how much energy it took for
me to keep my own personal anger and fear of men like him in check.
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One trainer talked about a situation where she started to cry while reading the
directions of the activity to the participants. She was satisfied that she was able to feel her
sadness and complete the activity effectively.
I read that line and I got about halfway through it and I kind of gulped, took a
breath, and then finished the line. I kept it together, so I moved on and I finished
facilitating the activity.
6. Meet the participants “where they are”
A number of educators were satisfied that they had respected the participants and
“met them” where they were without judging them or trying to change them.
I accepted them as they are. No longer feeling the need to judge. I am consciously
practicing non-judgment.
Some respondents described how they demonstrated their acceptance of the awareness
level of participants by calmly acknowledging the similarities and differences in their
views and experiences. This approach seemed to build connections and bridges between
the educator and the resistant participant(s).
I acknowledged that this was a topic which engaged us at the deepest levels of our
core values and that it was therefore a most difficult topic on which to expect to
get consensus. I acknowledged the disagreement, owned how fundamental my
value was and appreciated that he was probably in a similar space.
I asked her if she was proud of being a Christian and if she sometimes receives
negative reactions from other people because of her values. She said yes to both.
It was then I tried to lay a bridge by suggesting to her that we had more in
common than she might realize. I, too, was a proud person, proud to be lesbian
and that often people react negatively to me in so far as they have threatened my
life.
Several educators chose strategies to “affirm” the resistant participant(s) and
express understanding for their feelings and reactions.
I affirmed her as much as possible telling her that I can fully understand when she
received many of these messages about gays. I asked the rest of the group if they
had received similar messages and they agreed.
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I discussed how our learning often occurs when we feel uncomfortable, and that it
can be an opportunity to grow. I invited him to hang in there with his feelings as
opposed to shutting down—that he could make a choice in how he wanted to
handle his feelings.
Another approach was to “check in” with the participant(s) who was the source of
the trigger to assess if they felt supported in the dialogue.
I checked with the officer several times during the conversation to make sure he
felt heard. At lunch he and I spent about 20 minutes in discussion about the
"facts" and the "myths" and about religion and sin.
7. Shift internal self-talk
Several educators described how they were satisfied with how they used
techniques to shift their internal self-talk during the triggering event by focusing on
forgiving themselves, trying to see the experience through the “eyes” of the
participant(s), and considering alternative interpretations and appraisals for why the
triggering participant responded as they did. One faculty member described how she
managed her self-talk by considering a number of possible reasons why the male students
laughed during a discussion on sexual abuse:
Through my lens of fear and anxiety I would perceive the participant’s action in a
certain way. And they could be laughing because they're in a lot of pain; they
could be laughing because they're one of the one in eight men who's experienced
childhood sexual abuse in his lifetime and that's the only way in that moment he
can survive dealing with that. He could be laughing because he just had a
conversation with a friend last week about this and his friend argued with him and
he's laughing because he's like, "Yeah." And he's agreeing with me. I don't know
why.
A few educators shifted their internal self-talk by trying to identify and “see
themselves” in the resistant participant(s).
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I can identify with him. He's a white guy. I'm a white gal. And I know the fear. I
know the fear. And for whatever reason, I can remember in that moment just
identifying with him.
8. Use co-facilitators
A number of educators discussed a variety of ways they sought support from their
co-facilitators when they were triggered. One strategy was to let their colleague(s)
manage the group dynamics. A female trainer had her male colleagues intervene with
resistant male participants.
I usually try to give the men on staff an opportunity to move in on this issue and
work with the men.
Another trainer found it helpful to simply look across the room and make eye contact
with her colleague:
She looked at me and I knew she knew exactly what I was thinking, and she knew
exactly how that statement affected me. And that helped, too. I think it was kind
of like a visual hug, you know?
Other respondents used staff meetings with their colleagues to name their experience, talk
about their feelings and develop greater clarity and insight about the triggering event.
Talking through my feelings with my co-facilitator helped me sort out my feelings
and projections.
We have a responsibility to work it out in staffing. If we don't talk it through
trainers will carry it throughout workshop and they are off-centered in their
interventions and not as effective. They have a tendency to intervene on
previous content when we've moved on or they go invisible.
9. Take a break
Several respondents called for a break during the session so that they could
“collect” themselves or confront their co-facilitator. One described how she took some
personal time during a staff meeting to experience her feelings that were triggered in the
session:
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After some attempts to work the situation, I eventually requested time alone and
just put my head down and sobbed.
A few respondents described how they “took a break” during the session and used stress
management techniques to get more centered and focused:
What was helpful to me was breathing. It was really important to breathe, to get
the oxygen in there, to slow that heart rate down.
10. Connect to spirit
Several respondents discussed how they used prayer or other spiritual practices
and philosophies to support them as they responded in triggering events.
I feel like I was full of something bigger than myself in that moment and so I was
able to effectively care for him, detach from his resistance, and to stay engaged in
the class and the process. It was a beautiful moment for me and I knew that it was
good teaching when I was in it.

In the next chapter I describe the themes that emerged as I analyzed the data from
the final two research questions.
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CHAPTER 5
RESULTS, PART 2:
ROOTS OF TRIGGERING EVENTS, COMPETENCIES, AND EFFECTIVE
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES
This chapter is organized into two sections that correspond to the final two
research questions:
4. What factors and intrapersonal issues influence how educators appraise situations and
respond to triggering events?
5. What competencies and strategies help social justice educators anticipate and respond
effectively to triggering events?

Question #4: What Factors and Intrapersonal Issues Influence
How Educators Appraise Situations and Respond to Triggering Events?
The purpose of this research question was to identify the specific factors
and intrapersonal issues or “roots” that influence how social justice educators appraise
situations and respond to triggering events. I was curious to understand how several
facilitators could experience the same situation in a session with only one of them feeling
“triggered” by the event. One faculty member shared her perspective that experiencing an
l

event as a trigger is a function of how she perceives the situation and “what she brings”
to the moment:
I think it's not what the other person says. Because when I'm in a good space, it's
a teaching moment. When I'm in a difficult space, it becomes a trigger. What kind
of space am I in emotionally or spiritually? Fear? Ego? Pride? When I'm in a
good space, a student might be able to say the exact same thing to me, and it will
be a learning opportunity for all of us, and I can just let it go. So I don't think the
trigger has anything to do with them. It's about me and what I bring into that
moment.
Most of the comments in this section were gathered during the individual
interviews. I have organized the data into the following categories:
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A. Factors that influence how educators appraise situations and respond to triggering
events
B. “Reactivation” of old memories and feelings of educators
C. Dynamics of social identity groups
D. Cumulative impact of multiple triggering events
E. Reasons educators do not “use the self as instrument” when triggered
F. Reasons educators do not engage the resistance when triggered
G. Impact of fears
A. Factors that influence how educators appraise situations and respond to triggering
events
A few respondents discussed factors that impacted them when they were less
satisfied with their response in the situation. The most frequent dynamic cited by
respondents was their degree of fatigue. They reported a greater likelihood of feeling
triggered when they were tired and “burned out” from the rigor of their life and work
schedule.
I know that I need to stay away from stuff like that when I'm tired. I think
there's a connection between fatigue and your emotions that are triggers. Fatigue
wears you down and you do things that you wouldn't do when you were in
control.
A couple of things were probably responsible for my reaction. I was very tired
and a bit burned out. I was growing weary of repeating this particular workshop
so many times in such a short period of time.
Several educators discussed how time and agendas impact their likelihood of
feeling triggered:
We had a lot of content to cover in a short period of time. And I know that part of
my head was really preoccupied with, "How are we going to get all this
information in? We're running out of time!" And I know that when I’m
preoccupied by my agenda, by timetables, by content, by other things, I am
distracted from being in that moment and I usually respond more triggered than I
would otherwise. And that's what happened.
If I'm already starting behind, or students take up my prep time by talking to me
or something, then I'm constantly playing catch-up. If I stay in the catch-up
energy I increase my likelihood of responding out of a trigger.
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A couple of trainers discussed how the added stress of experiencing difficulties
with teaching materials and equipment contributed to their reacting in a less satisfying
way when they were triggered.
The audio-visual set-up and mic level were not what they needed to be. This put '
stress on me. I had to practically yell so people could hear me. I was annoyed by
this.
A few educators reflected on how their socialization experiences in society and in
their family of origin has influenced how they appraise and respond to triggering events.
One faculty member described some of the early messages she received that have impacted
her approach to managing feelings in the classroom.
Pull yourself by your bootstrap. Be independent. Don't ask for help. And do not
cry! So I learned to be very, very rational when people were getting emotional. I
can just close it all off and be very articulate.
Another educator reflected how being socialized to avoid conflict and to take care
of others impacted how she used a more indirect and gentle approach when addressing
very consistent inappropriate behavior from her male assistant trainer.
I realize that my gender and age played a big role in the incident. I still tend to
"take care" of those I am responsible for, students and trainees, before myself
and I have been socialized away from confrontation and anger.
A few respondents shared a number of factors which influenced their ability to
respond in more satisfying ways when they felt triggered including self-confidence, their
position of authority, successful management of similar experiences, “trusting the process,”
and having empathy for the participant(s). One faculty member described the dynamics
which influenced her response in the triggering moment:
It still puzzles me that I was as calm and responsive as I was. There were no other
Jews in the group for support, so it wasn't that. But I did know that my students
deeply loved and respected me and that a few of them understood that something
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had just happened. I also knew that I had to respond since "sensitivity" to
differences and seizing "teachable moments" were two of the principles of the
class. I also knew that I was "completely right" and that this was not contested
terrain or debatable. I also knew that the power relationship was such that he
would "have to" get it when I responded. I think all of these things enabled me to
feel safe in responding pedagogically instead of viscerally.
Another faculty member discussed a number of related dynamics when he described how
he felt enough power and confidence to engage a senior white male participant very
directly in a corporate workshop:
I felt I had more power. I knew a lot about the game we were playing. I know
about colleges. I was in complete control of my orchestration of my response. I
didn't see him as a real threat. I was sitting on enough resources. He was not a
powerful man in the group. I knew what I was doing. This was a manageable
trigger.
A few respondents cited how having managed similar experiences in the past
helped them to respond in more effective ways in the current situation:
I've had this experience a few times so I'm getting really good at recovery.
A couple of educators described the importance of their “having faith” and
trusting the process:
The only reason I could do that moment the way I did it was because I was
centered and I'm sure a piece of that had to be about hope and faith and trusting
the process.
Several respondents discussed the impact of having empathy and compassion for
the participant(s) and understanding the source of their responses:
They're in so much pain that they can't hear. And when I see that, even though
I'm triggered, I'm moved. Because they just are in too much pain to hear. And I'm
seeing that that really is coming from a hurt place, and not from a mean-spirited
place.
One trainer described how the source of her empathy was her ability to “identify” with
the participant and “see herself in their shoes:”
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I can remember when I said, "Affirmative Action? That's not fair! Why is
somebody getting benefits over me?" I was in graduate school when I said that.
Because of that, I think I can meet them. So when I'm in a workshop and
somebody says that, that doesn't trigger me at all, because I can relate to that
viewpoint.
B. “Reactivation” of old memories and feelings of educators
Many respondents felt that some of their triggered responses were connected to
painful, unresolved issues and experiences from their past.
I do assume that every place where a person gets triggered is because of some old
or unresolved life issue. To the extent that we can understand, uncover, name and
work with those old life issues is the extent to which we can defuse potential
triggers.
I think my intense reaction was probably a response to years of personal oppression
I have felt at the hand of organized religion.
A few respondents shared examples that clearly illustrated this phenomenon. A
white male trainer described the connection between his triggered reaction to a resistant
white male participant and an incident from his past where he failed to intervene when he
observed a man abusing a young woman.
I just became an R. A. and I was walking out of my residence hall one day when I
saw this man and this woman who from a distance looked like they were arm in
arm. They were walking towards me and as they came closer, I realized that they
weren't arm in arm and that the guy had his hands around the back of this
woman's neck and, as they were walking past me, I noticed that the woman's legs
were crumbling underneath her as he was probably squeezing her neck. She was
saying, "Please don't hurt me. Please don't hurt me." And I didn't do anything
about it. I walked past them and I was almost through the quad when I realized,
“What the hell did I just miss?” I turned around and they were gone. I think
that when I was confronting that guy in the classroom, that I saw that same guy
who had his hands around the back of this woman's neck squeezing! If I didn't
see myself! So, I guess that's part of what was underneath my triggering in that
classroom at the time. I was looking back at that, and maybe that was in the back
of my mind when I was confronting this guy. I didn't want him to go out and do
what that one guy did to that woman. I didn't want that guy to be in my shoes
where he saw something happen and not doing anything, or walk the other way,
or say, "It's none of my business."
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A Student Affairs practitioner described how an incident in a training session
reactivated her deep emotions about her father and his recent death.
It was shortly after my father had died and my father had some issues with non
people of color, especially white men. I was always told growing up, "Don't
trust white people; if they try to befriend you, there is always something else
there," and so he really kind of ingrained in me not to trust white people. But it
was shortly after my father's death and I think he died angry with lots of issues
about being oppressed and seeing some really tragic things that happened in his
life that were done to members of his family by white men. I don't know, just a
lot of that stuff was kind of coming up as that man was sitting there making those
comments. It was just recently after my father's death, so a lot of that was the
emotion, and then some of the stuff that I know he kind of carried to his grave
with him. I just had very little tolerance for it at that point in my life.
A white male consultant talked about the connection between his early childhood
experiences of feeling powerless in situations and his current triggered response of
directly confronting “bullies.”
These feelings in me are very deep. They go back to events I witnessed but could
not address when I was a young boy. I was too weak and lightweight to
successfully take on the acting out bullies who were using their rage to control
and punish others. The humiliation and pain from those events pushes me to
intervene and "tackle" head on anyone I think is a bully.
One faculty member discussed how students who complain, grievance, and criticize
without offering solutions is a trigger for her. She traced a possible root of this trigger to
her experience growing up as a black female in the South:
This is an old pattern. This goes way back. I can't stand people who sit around and
complain. Do something is my attitude. I assume this happened in reaction to my
Mother. My mother used to complain at my daddy and I couldn’t stand it. If you
don't like it, do something. And if you're not going to do anything, then shut the
fuck up. This is from my years of working on this pattern... it was my reaction to
the internalized oppression that I faced in the world around me as a very young
person where people complained and felt powerless and I hate to be around
people who act powerless. And my mother was the immediate visible
representation of that behavior pattern, but it was just in the community around
me. People feeling powerless, acting powerless. They could complain, they could
cry about it, they could go to church and moan about it, and I hated that. So my
early decision as a very young person was that I would never act powerless, I
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would never be powerless, and part of that meant not griping and complaining. It
meant facing a situation and figuring out what to do and doing it. And if you can't
do something about it, then shut up.
A couple of white male respondents discussed how their past experiences with
their fathers influenced the types of situations that trigger them and how they responded
during those incidents.
Father was angry a lot. He was critical of me and indicated he didn't have love or
respect for me. I grew up scared of male authority. I'm a counter-dependent
person. This is part what gets triggered when a powerful man in authority
challenges me.
On a personal level he triggered in me instances of my past living with a
physically and emotionally intimidating father, where I felt extremely powerless.
Several respondents described the link between the current triggering event and
their past experiences of abuse in their lives. A white male trainer reflected on this
dynamic:
The combination of abusive experiences coupled with indifferent responses from
dominant men effects a very old trance-like state in me. I suspect this is so
because that pattern was frequently present in my nuclear family where
alcoholism was present.
One faculty member discussed how she feels triggered when students “blame the victim”
and criticize battered women for staying with the batterer. She reflected that the root of
this trigger may be her childhood experience of watching her mother live with physical
abuse.
I am consistently triggered by this issue and always get a little hot under the collar
when people say, "Why don't they just leave. I would never put up with that kind
of treatment," because I know from my family background how difficult it is to
leave and be able to survive in a world that hates women to the degree that ours
does.. .If we're talking about sexism and I hear men say that women are just as
responsible and if they would just leave or that some women deserve to be abused
or that women are actually the property of their husbands... I have a history
in my life of watching my mother's male partners feel that way and act on that,
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and I have a history of witnessing and experiencing that myself and I am
immediately triggered.
Several respondents discussed the current day impact of having experienced
painful, humiliating situations in their youth where they felt powerless to respond. They
noted that they had responded inappropriately when triggered by using the power and
authority of their positions to “right the wrongs” they couldn’t address in their youth.
Part of what happened is that the comment would become representative of some
event that I had before and I didn't have any power in that situation. I think that it
became connected with events from elementary school or high school where I felt
like I had little or no power, so I had to just take it and keep going. And so (when
I was triggered).. .1 think the rage was far above and beyond. Because it wasn't
just that one event that day, it was kind of a representation of events from the past
that had this cumulative effect. And it just kind of built up.
C. Dynamics of social identity groups
I have organized the data in this section in the following categories:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

The anger/”resistance” stage
Group level triggers
African American educators “subordinate” parts of themselves
The impact of prejudice
When participants “mirror” the educator
The interplay between the social identity of the educator and the participant(s)
Over-focusing on participants

1. The anger/”resistance” stage
Some of the educators used a developmental framework as they reflected on the
“roots” and intrapersonal issues that influenced how they reacted when they felt
triggered. As noted in the review of the literature there is a developmental process that
members of both dominant and subordinate groups move through as they experience
themselves in relation to a specific form of oppression. Hardiman and Jackson (1997)
have identified five stages that describe how people make meaning of social identity
group memberships and the systemic structure of dominance and subordinance: naive,
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acceptance, resistance, redefinition, and internalization. Several respondents discussed
the impact of their social identity development on how they appraised situations and how
they responded to triggering situations. Most reflected how they were more likely to feel
triggered when they were in the “resistance” or “anger stage” of their identity
development in one of their subordinate or dominant groups. Educators at this stage with
respect to one of their identity groups are keenly aware of the existence of discrimination
and generally carry deep emotions about this specific form of oppression.
A lot of us get triggered early on because a lot of us come to social justice
education armed with our passion, so we wear our passion on our sleeve. It
doesn't take much to touch it, and when it gets touched, we feel almost obligated
to go off. Heavy into resistance in identity theory. We're very vulnerable to being
triggered. That's where I was.
I was outraged fairly quickly. I am in resistance around sexism, and I considered
what he was doing sexist.
Of all of the various forms of oppression that I teach, anti-Semitism is the hardest
for me to get across to students. I would place myself in Resistance/Redefinition
on identity development in anti-Semitism. I am not nearly as triggered when I
hear/experience ignorance in terms of homophobia/GLBT issues because, I
believe, I am further along in my gay identity development process than in my
Jewish identity.
2. Group level triggers
Several respondents discussed the phenomenon of “group level triggers.” In these
situations they felt that the root of their trigger was the deep level of fear or anger they
carried about the experiences of members from one of their subordinate groups. In some
cases these educators had not personally experienced a similar depth of oppression, but
were very clear that they could be the target of extreme violence at any point. One black
faculty member described his triggered reaction to a participant discussing the terror and
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There's nothing in my experience that I'm aware of that comes close to that.
It's one of those things that's a fear. If you carry around this fear that it will
happen to you, and hear a story, there's a kind of relationship that you have to
that.
A Jewish faculty member discussed a similar dynamic when she compared the
different levels of intensity in her reactions to sexist and anti-Semitic comments.
I think that anti-Semitism is the thing that triggers me more than being a
woman... .being a woman feels more dangerous almost on a personal level. I
think the oppression plays privately. I know that it takes place on an institutional
level and that frustrates me. But there's a discourse; it's publicly accepted; it's
okay to talk about it... But I do feel that anti-Semitism has been pooh-poohed
in this country... so, when I'm in a room and somebody makes some kind of antiSemitic comment, it scares me at a level that being a woman only scares me when
I'm married to a violent man... It’s more of a one-on-one experience, rather than
a 'T don't know where it's going to come from."
Another example of group level triggers was described by a black trainer as he
discussed his triggered reaction when a white male executive made a blatant racist
comment about the competence of candidates of color.
He didn't say it to me personally. He was talking about "my people." That's the
connection I made to it. I was pissed for my people, for the people I've never seen
but I know who are out there and, because he has these attitudes, who will never
get to work in this company or in any place where he has any control.
3. African American educators “subordinate” parts of themselves
An interesting dynamic that seemed related to social group membership was
reported by several African American respondents who discussed how they very
deliberately chose self-management strategies in reaction to how they are perceived by
white participants. They decided to “hide” and “subordinate” parts of themselves and to
closely manage the expression of their emotions in an effort to be viewed as more
effective by whites and to increase the likelihood that participants would “hear them” and
“take in” what they were saying.
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An example of this pattern was shared by a number of informants who described
how they monitor the emotional intensity of their reactions believing that many white
participants are experiencing them through their lenses of racial prejudice and
stereotypes.
I do feel like some of it is about being big and black, and folks not really being
prepared for me to let it all hang out. I'm always conscious of being overbearing
or being experienced as overbearing because of what comes along in the
stereotypes with big black men and fear of that threat of violence.
(Whites) can yell and scream, but when I do it, then everybody wants to run to the
comer. You can't outwardly express the authentic feeling sometimes to the
degree that you would want to.
I can't afford to be triggered. I'm a black man. I just can't have feelings. I'll be
viewed as not adequate as a trainer.
I think that I've learned to express anger and rage in a different way. I've learned
to say when I feel angry, as opposed to letting it build up and then react.
A black male trainer described a related dynamic of how he chooses to adjust
how he presents himself and his observations by being very careful to balance his
discussion of race issues with “owning his dominance” in other areas. His fear is that
white participants would “write him off’ for running his “race agenda” unless he
manages himself in ways to be seen as more “balanced” in his discussion of a variety of
issues of oppression out of his dominant group identities.
I sometimes have to be extra cautious around how much of my subordinate place I
speak from. It makes me have to be really clear to also use my dominance and my
privilege. But it makes me have to be very, very cautious of that. I have to
balance those examples. I have to make sure folks know that I recognize my
dominance as well.
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4. The impact of prejudice
Prejudice and stereotypes was another intrapersonal root which influenced how
some educators responded when triggered. One woman of color described how she later
realized she had reacted out of her classist assumptions and beliefs when participants
challenged her around the cost of her services.
On later reflection I realized my class bias was operating. I was brought up to
believe that gentlemen/women NEVER argue about money, but that this is
something "the lower classes stoop to." This discovery was shocking. In my 8
years in the U.S. I've had “push back” frequently about fees-immigrants are
always offered less. I was often angry but did not realize what was a key factor in
driving my anger and sense of outrage, i.e., "How dare You treat ME that way?"
Denial is an amazing thing, isn't it? And acceptance of reality is good for the soul.
A heterosexual white male trainer described how his prejudice about members of the
military influenced how he reacted when he felt triggered by a homophobic comment in a
discussion about gays in the military.
I saw him as my stereotype of the military-not interested in seeing another
view about much of anything and certainly not interested in this topic. I was
impacted by my assumption of his closed attitude as white, male, military, and
my assumption about military men in general and their bigoted attitude about
sexual orientation. Deep inside I felt superior to him.
5. When participants “mirror” the educator
A number of respondents shared situations when the participant was a “mirror” for
them of where they are now or where they used to be in relation to one of their social
identities. They described how their present emotional reactions were rooted in their
feelings of guilt, anger and shame from having “seen themselves” in the other person.
Something that's been up for me in my past was brought out of the Pandora's Box
and put on top of the box for me to see again. When somebody holds up a mirror
to me, or to my past self and I see it again, I think there's some guilt in there, or
some shame. The shame of having been there, maybe even still being there,
perhaps. The shame of knowing that that's not an okay place to be, but knowing
that you're still there.
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Why do I get so primal? Why am I not able to forgive people like that? Is it that
there is a shadow in which I mirror?
I thought: “That could be me acting like that.” I know I have some of the same
stereotypes about white men and women of color.
6. The interplay between the social identity of the educator and the participant(s)
Another category of intrapersonal “roots” that influenced how educators
responded in triggering events was the interplay between the social identity of the
participant(s) and the educator. This category is related to the previous one but there is not
as clear a personal identification between the educator and the participants). Several
related dimensions of this pattern were reported including competition between men, the
need to “fix” members of their own identity group, and educators becoming “over-focused”
on participants across dominant-subordinate relationships. A number of white men
described incidents where they reacted out of their male socialization to “win” in
competition with other men.
When men engage with each other, it's not about collaboration or cooperation, it's
more about one-upsmanship. And I use that "one-upsmanship" intentionally!
It's about somebody coming out on top.
I realized that I was hooked in the game of saying it better and saying it wiser.
Two men, both wanting to be seen as smart and right. To win.
Clearly, his being a white male was a factor and my being a white male
exacerbated my "gotcha" and "teaching him" responses.
A few respondents talked about feeling responsible to “fix” members
of their own dominant groups. Most of the comments were from male trainers who felt a
heavy sense of responsibility to change other men in the rooms.
It certainly seems important that he was a white man and, therefore, one of my
group, so I felt some responsibility for "fixing" him.
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These messages were very strong from my home life. I have to take care of
women. And protect them from men who will do them harm. I mean, I think it
comes a lot out of my family and a lot out of what my father told me I had to do.
He said, "What's your responsibility? What are the two things I always told you9
Who loves you? God. And what you must always do is take care of your mother
and sisters." I've got to help other men get it. Because that's my responsibility: to
take care of women... I understand my dominance. I understand privilege. They
need another black man to do it. And I don't feel there's enough of us out here
doing this work that have done enough healing and are grounded enough... So if I
don’t do it...
A female respondent shared an observation that seemed to affirm this dynamic
that some trainers seem motivated to fix and change members of dominant groups. She
felt that social justice educators tend to hold higher expectations for white male
participants than they do for members of various subordinate groups.
Colleagues have less patience for white men. If a white male is very upset about
something or has bumped into something that's personally asking him to rethink
who he is in a diverse work force, there's a bias to that person being able to
redirect their energies into helping the organization faster, than maybe the
demands on a person of color or a white woman with an issue or someone whose
experience is different in terms of ability, gay, lesbian, religion. I think those tend
to be, "Oh, this person has more personal experience," and sometimes the
dominant group gets asked to go to the problem-solving place faster.
A related dynamic of educators holding higher expectations for some participants
was reported by a number of respondents who described times when they were triggered
by inappropriate comments and actions of members of various subordinate groups.
Educators seemed particularly outraged if the participant was a member of their own
subordinate group.
Sometimes I have layers (of reactions). When a gay or lesbian person
says something homophobic or stereotypic, I think I have an extra surge of
irritation . . .They should know better!
I felt betrayed and embarrassed by her, not only for what she said, but also by her
not keeping her dignity as a Latina and coming out so submissively to protect
white people. My trigger comes out of my belief that latinos/as should keep their
dignity and never allow others to subjugate us so much that we lose respect.
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Class issues loom large for me in this university. Rich, privileged Jewish students
who are clueless about social justice and who flaunt their money and privilege
have been a source of annoyance for years here. And, no doubt, internalized
oppression around Jewish stuff is big here for me, too. I hate that some of the
richest, most obnoxious, arrogant students are Jewish — like me.
I could not at all understand how she, as a black woman living in the U.S., could
possibly blame the women for their treatment. It seemed as ludicrous to me as it
would be to blame a person of color for the racism they experience.
7. Over-focusing on participants
A number of educators described the intrapersonal roots that influenced how they
“over-focused” on a participant when they were triggered. As a result they may have
been overly-attentive, ingratiating, extremely self-conscious, or overly confrontive of
dominant group members.
I was invested in wanting to connect with a white working class man who was
resistant to dealing with diversity. I think the fact that I was a professional,
northern, Jewish woman contributed to my desire to be accepted and make the
connection with these men of a very different background.
When I walk into a workshop I'm not concerned about my validity with the white
people in the room; I'm concerned about my validity with the people of color. I
somehow nurture the relationships with the people of color in the room stronger.
And I don't know if I can tell you exactly how that happens, but I know I'm
thinking about it, and if I was real honest about it, I could think about being
conscious of eye contact and recognition for comments.
I can be fairly witty sometimes so I'd try to win men over with that. I would
always carry all of my own materials, never get any help setting up. I was very
conscious of that. And trying to be as assertive as possible and really
counteracting that (stereotypic image of women). With a group of women I'm
much more myself. (With men I’m) very conscious of, "Am I looking like I can
take care of myself?" And also being very conscious of my body to make sure I'm
not doing anything that looks in any way provocative. I don't cross my legs. I
wear a really long skirt.. . it's understanding my identity and being very
conscious of how that's coming across, I guess.
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D. Cumulative impact of multiple triggering events
Several informants felt that the experience of feeling triggered a number of times
within a short period impacted how they responded to the event. They often were able to
manage the first one or two incidents but found they were less effective as they
experienced the cumulative effect of the multiple triggers. Educators shared stories of
how they experienced this phenomenon in a number of ways including being
“retriggered” by the same participant throughout the session or over a period of several
sessions, being triggered by several different participants during the session, and feeling
that the current incident is “the last straw” after consistent inappropriate and offensive
comments from members of the same identity group in the past.
Several respondents reported the impact of feeling triggered by the same
participant several times in the workshop.
As it continued I got more frustrated and angry that he was taking time and
energy from the session.
The first layer of contributing factors: his behavior over a couple of days and
our inability to get him to shift one bit; and my personal frustration with that.
A white male participant in the group had complained from day one about having
to take this class. He didn't need it. On and on for the entire week.
In each interaction with him over the 2 days we strove to get him to understand
and control his behavior. I got increasingly frustrated.
A few respondents reflected how they were more susceptible to feeling triggered
in the moment by a participant with whom they had had previous negative and difficult
interactions in the past.
I know I responded that way because of prior knowledge and experience of his
indifference. When I had worked for him there were significant racial
problems on staff that he did not and would not acknowledge.
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This was a student who I didn't particularly like. She was often inappropriate in
her remarks, including argumentative and whiny, complaining, not understanding
the topic, etc. And she was also Jewish, from Long Island and from a fairly well
to-do family.
Some respondents shared examples of how they had felt triggered by earlier
incidents in the session and so were less able to manage themselves effectively during a
triggering situation with a different participant(s).
I had already been triggered by another man who entered the room before the
session started and asked, "Are you the one who is going to teach us about
faggots?" I was shocked by the sexual banter and put downs the men made during
the time they were coming into the session and during some of the discussion. I was
further shocked by the White women's collusion to play along with this.
I felt triggered-again-by someone who looked very much like the last guy I
had hooked on. Same guy at the group level (military, white, straight, senior rank)
He sat in the same position in the room as the previous trigger.
One final variation of the dynamic of cumulative impact occurred when educators
carried with them into the session a deep level of emotion about certain situations. The
current incident seemed to bring up their feelings related to their broader experiences in the
world as a member of a subordinate group.
That reaction, I think, may have had more to do with, you know, it was a hotbed
of affirmative action discussions going on at that time.. .1 think that I had heard
one comment too many like that.
Everyone always discounts anti-Semitism, and (I thought,) “Here we go again!”
I am ALWAYS challenged first by white men in workshops. He, like the others,
were trying to impose their beliefs on me. His behavior was very dominant and
parental.
I let my past experiences with white women influence my behavior.
I am Jewish. I suffered my whole life from teachers who imposed Christianity and
were insensitive to who I was and my needs. And my children have had the same
experiences also over and over again. It is a source of pain, annoyance, etc.
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E. Reasons educators do not “use the self as instrument” when triggered
Several respondents discussed why they tend to not “use the self as instrument”
when they are triggered. They more often do not share their experiences or feelings in the
moment as part of the learning but instead refocus the attention on the participants and the
issues in the room. They held a number of attitudes that seemed to shape their responses
including believing that their participation may undermine the learning goals of the session
and that the focus in a seminar should be on the participants, not the facilitators.
I don't want the attention on me. I want it more on the group. Anytime I feel that
the program is shifting toward me, I will move into my third person, move into
my, "This isn't about me. Let's move it away."
What I'm really working on is not allowing participants to push my buttons to the
point where they know that they've pushed my buttons, or that it becomes
detrimental to the learning environment.
This is the client's time and you are not supposed to feel in that situation, because
you throw off the dynamic. The focus then shifts to you and it's not about you;
it's supposed to be about them. I don't want to take away from an experience that
they could have.
If I'm being emotional or if I'm being subjective in what I'm doing or what I'm
saying, then people will discredit the workshop or discredit the work, period!
Another attitude of respondents that seemed to influence their not using
themselves as part of the learning was their belief that they needed to maintain control
and their concern that they would lose credibility if they cry in front of participants.
For as long as I can remember I’ve been so frustrated that I can get so emotional
that I cannot control it. And so if I'm supposed to be in control in this situation,
and keeping things going, if I lose it, then where does everybody go? (If I cry) I
think. I'm totally fulfilling the stereotype. (And male participants will think,)
“There's that little girl! We made her cry!”
If I'm by myself and I'm the one that's leading the group, I would think that people
would view that as being unstable. That I'm supposed to be the one that's
controlling and coordinating. (They would think,) "How in the world can he
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control and coordinate when he's crying?" What are people thinking about me in
terms of my credibility as a trainer?
F. Reasons educators do not engage the resistance when triggered
Respondents shared a wide variety of factors and intrapersonal issues that
influenced whether they engaged the resistance of participants or moved on with the
agenda. Less experienced educators seemed to prefer to stick with their planned structure
of the session and felt less confident and competent addressing unexpected issues and
group dynamics.
When I first started off doing this, I had an agenda and we had to stick to that
agenda. This is the activity we're going to do. Here's the questions. I’ve got to
follow those questions.
As a new trainer it would scare the shit out of me that somebody might bring up
something that I was not prepared to talk about that day, or that would throw me
off track about what I needed to accomplish in the hour that they often give me.
Other trainers described a similar hesitancy to “go with the flow” and engage the
resistance because they doubted their ability to manage the situation effectively:
I felt shaky as a worthwhile trainer so the last thing I wanted was to ask
a question where I didn't know the answer.
I didn't know how to shift from their condemning this activity to somehow
addressing the real pain around class which seemed at the core of the issue.
I just got the sense that it could have gotten worse, not better. Like other people
could have chimed in and said, "Well, yeah! I believe the same thing." And we're
not headed in a positive direction with what needs to happen.
A number of respondents cited that time constraints, stress, and the pressure to
cover core concepts were key factors that impacted their willingness to engage resistance
when they were triggered.
And so understanding my time, my structure and my content limitations, I do
the best I can. But sometimes that gets in the way. Because there just isn't time.
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Under stress you go to what you know as opposed to experiment.
Several educators described times they chose to not directly confront issues or
engage the resistance in the room because they did not feel they would not get any support
from their colleagues or the participants.
I often decide in a conscious and intentional way if I want to respond, and if so,
how I want to respond. And still, there are so many places and spaces where my
decision to not respond is based on an assessment that there is not awareness and
resource on the part of the people in the environment to have a helpful outcome. So
I end up making the decision to let it go because I do have a measure of the amount
of energy and investment that I'm going to put into any particular interaction.
I think it had to do with the audience. I didn't get the sense that I had any allies in
the audience. I got the sense that there were more people in the group who might
have believed what he said, but sat there silently. Just the looks on their faces;
there wasn't a lot of shock; there wasn't a lot of surprise.
I did not trust him, the woman of color or the other whites to process this.
The fact that there were other Jewish students in the class didn't keep me feeling
safe.
I felt suddenly very unsafe to come out, as if there were no one in the room who
would be an ally and I was too fearful at the time to respond.
A few respondents discussed their tendency to avoid engaging resistance and to
design the learning environment so that participants would leave the session feeling “up”
and positive about their experience.
When I craft an agenda I try to have it end often on a positive note, so that people
are leaving feeling energized and rejuvenated or focused on making something
better. I don't like for people to leave my workshops feeling heavy and unfinished.
And so, if I depart from my agenda I'm not going to be able to do my cute little
ending thing, where we hold hands, you know?
G. Impact of fears
Respondents who were able to identify some of the intrapersonal roots of their
triggers often described how several factors influenced how they appraised the event and
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how they chose to respond in the moment. This dynamic of multiple sources fueling the
educator’s response was particularly apparent as respondents described the range of fears
they experienced related to triggering events.
Sometimes, what I'm triggered about is more about my own fear that I'll be seen
as incompetent, or I'm not good enough. And so the person might be questioning
me about an issue, so I'm irritated they're not getting it, and another truth is that I
don't want to look at competence. So my trigger is kind of almost from two
different places. And that's partly the reason why it might be so big.
In this section I review the more common fears that educators identified as
contributing factors which impacted how they appraised situations and responded in
triggering events. It was very common for educators to fear that the participants or their
colleagues would judge them as incompetent or inadequate.
I felt embarrassed and concerned about what my colleagues would think of me.
I felt fear because of how the students would judge me or not respect me as a
teacher.
So part of, I think, my inner, deeper piece that I stumble over as a white person,
so I get hesitancy and the consciousness and I'm in my head trying to act a certain
way instead of being, is I'm worried about how am I going to be seen and
therefore treated.
A similar fear reported by several respondents was that they felt they were not
“good enough.”
That underlying thing that, "Maybe I'm just not good enough at teaching, at doing
this." I think I get that feeling when the older white men aren't getting it.
A number of faculty described how they attach their sense of self-worth and
competence as a teacher to how much they “know” and how far their students shift their
perspective. They reflected on how their tendency to over-intellectualize and try to
change their students was connected to their fear that they were not competent in their
role.
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If she doesn’t get it, it’s a reflection on me and my competence. This was driving
me to get her to change. I have a huge ego, I want to look good.
I think it's a piece around self-confidence and self-competence that is up for me.
Because I don't want to feel like I don't have an answer. If I don't have the ability
to manage it, it's a reflection on me.
If I am seen as someone who doesn't know what I'm supposed to know, it goes
back to my value; my success; whether I'm affirmed or not; or wanted or not. I
mean, it does strike some deep chords.
A few educators discussed the dynamic of the “imposter syndrome” and their fear
that they will be “found out.”
And I would go back to controlling the environment and getting in my ego and
being afraid of being seen as a charlatan.
A few white educators described how they either avoided addressing issues of race or
“faked” appearing more evolved and aware around race issues for fear that people of color
would realize how prejudiced they were.
I do a lot of faking it... if whites said something stupid I would be angry at
them....I’d have a holier than thou attitude and dissociate myself. I wanted
people to think I'm a good white one.. .but at some level I didn't believe it.
A white male trainer talked candidly about how he not only fears being judged as an
imposter, but that he also feels “fraudulent” as a diversity educator because he does not
have any traditional subordinate group memberships.
I feel fraudulent because I have agent identities across the board. I'm not a person
of color, or I'm not a woman, or I'm not any of those target identities, so that I
don't really know (about oppression). So I think that that fear of not being
accepted or not being valid, not being seen as a valid trainer, or a valid knowledge
giver or information sharer (impacts me in the work).
A few educators discussed how they were impacted by the fear that they would “let
people down.”
I would go to, "See? I've let down black folks once again." Or 'Tve let down gay
folks,” because I'm not the good gay.
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Being gay was something that I felt I needed to compensate for, so I tried to be
better at everything I did. And I believe that there's still some of that there as I
continue to work as a trainer. I want to be the best... And I don't want to let
anybody down . ..
A few respondents discussed their inner drive “to be liked” and to get approval
from others and reflected how their related fears impacted how they reacted in triggering
situations:
That one person, I didn't care if she liked me or not, but the other 48 people, I
wanted them to like me, and I wanted them to say decent things about me. And,
you know, that seems so childish, but that was a big part of going back into that
room is that I wanted to be liked.
A number of respondents talked about their tendency to become more controlling
and directive when they feared that the participants were not “getting it” and changing in
the ways they “should.”
When I become afraid or lack confidence, I fall into a subtle or overt stance of
opposition.
One faculty member reflected that her triggered reactions to control the outcome were
rooted in her fear that “things won’t change.” She noted that her fear impacted how she
appraised the “resistant” behaviors of students.
My desire to have people be at a certain place is rooted in my fear that things
won't change. And through my lens of fear and anxiety I would perceive that
action in a certain way.
Another common fear that influenced how educators responded was that “things
would get out of control.”
I think what drives a lot of our behavior in these things is we get afraid; we're
afraid quality's going to dip, or we're afraid we're not going to catch something, or
we're afraid somebody's running wild and they will undermine what we're trying
to accomplish.
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I also think this was a result of my own fear that the workshop would be
sabotaged if these men weren't engaged productively.
Several educators discussed their fear of “being wrong” and how their “need to be
right” fueled a range of ineffective responses when triggered. One trainer described this
dynamic in her early years of diversity work:
Early on I yelled back and got into arguments and debates with participants. I
created a “lose/lose” situation and lost the whole group and let them take all my
energy. I then progressed to sarcasm and made remarks to make them look like
jerks. I wanted to be right, to prove I was right. I wanted to win the debate, and
felt incensed at how ignorant these people were; I was on a soap box and my tone
was shaking my finger at them with a lot of anger.
A couple of faculty members who were responsible for credentialing teachers and
counselors discussed how their less satisfying responses in triggering events were
connected to their fear that students would leave their program without the necessary
competencies to perform quality work in the world.
I felt personally threatened by her remark, thinking, “Oh, no, within my own
program I am credentialing a teacher who will do the same stupid shitty things to
children like mine that happened to me as a child.”
I'm always concerned: would I want this person to see my niece or my nephew,
and if the answer's no, then I get to shifting in my seat and feel disappointed that
my teaching had obviously been SO ineffective. If this student was one of my
"products," then clearly I HADN'T done a very good job, i.e.. I'm not such a great
teacher. So, it was a double whammy. A blow to me personally and
professionally.

Question 5: What Competencies and Strategies Help Social Justice
Educators Anticipate and Respond Effectively to Triggering Events9
The purpose of this research question was to identify the competencies and
strategies that help social justice educators anticipate and respond effectively to
triggering events. In this section I have grouped the data into the following categories:
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A.
B.
C.
D.

Competencies: Understanding the phenomenon of triggering events
Competencies: Self-awareness
Competencies: Personal qualities
Strategies: Managing triggering events in the moment

A. Competencies: Understanding the phenomenon of triggering events
Respondents felt it was important that educators acknowledge that experiencing
triggering events was a natural and normal part of facilitating social justice education.
They felt it was helpful to possess a depth of knowledge about the phenomenon of
triggering events including a “cognitive map” of the typical “cycle” of triggering events,
common ways to manage the self and group dynamics, and how to “use the self as
instrument” in a variety of situations.
One faculty member offered the paradigm of “The Awareness Wheel” as a way to
conceptualize the cycle of triggering events and to be intentional in choosing more
effective interventions in the moment.
I wanted them to know they have choices at all of those places on the Awareness
Wheel, and that the choice is not "sense, react." The choice is "Sense, Interpret,
Feel, Intend, Act." And I would want people to visit that whole process in them
to know how to express themselves in ways that facilitate the work.
She suggested that this tool helps educators to realize that they do not have to
automatically respond in the moment, but that they can “move through the process of
‘sense, interpret, feel, intend, act,’ and use themselves as instrument as opposed to feeling
like ‘I'm supposed to react a certain way when something happens in a group.’”
B. Competencies: Self-awareness
The informants’ responses in this category fell into two major groupings:
1. Knowing yourself
2. Doing personal healing work
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1. Knowing yourself
A common recommendation was that educators become aware of their personal
cycle of triggering events and identify their common triggers and their typical internal
and external reactions. Several informants suggested that educators could better
understand the sources of their triggers by examining their passions, assumptions,
prejudices, and attitudes about social justice education.
A central competency identified by a number of informants focused on the ability
of educators to accurately anticipate triggering events based on their self-knowledge and
to prepare themselves to manage them effectively.
I work on the assumption that I will be confronted and challenged, so I anticipate
it.
Several suggested it was important to explore their various dominant and subordinate
social identify groups with respect to those of the participants and within the context of
the content of the seminar. It was considered particularly helpful if educators would
reflect on their identity development in each of their group memberships and how these
may impact how they experience events as triggers.
When I realized that people project things on to me as a trainer just based on how
I look, I got angry. I had to learn to accept that this is what happens, and learn to
anticipate and know how to manage and know it's going to happen.
A related competency was to understand and anticipate as a trainer how one might
be seen by participants given the relationship among their various social identity groups.
This knowledge would help them to anticipate certain predictable challenges and
incidents from participants. One white male consultant discussed how he understands his
experiences of feeling challenged by other white men in the group.

178

When I work as a member of a diverse team, the white men in the group are most
prone to challenge me, as a white man. Challenges to "others" are likely to
be interpreted as examples of racial/sexual resistance or racism/sexism and they
“lay low" rather than overtly challenge consultants of color and women
consultants. That does not mean they do not engage in covert sabotage.
Challenges to me are common because I am the most dangerous example present,
a member of the white male club "going over to the enemy,” and potentially
telling the club secrets. And finally, if I can be effectively challenged and
disempowered, the model of "new whiteness" I represent, however imperfectly,
vanishes.
An older female faculty member reflected on how she might prepare to work with a
group younger students.
I would see myself in their eyes. I would understand more about how they see
age. I would try and see what they might see as they look at me so that I have
that sense, so I don't get hooked by it, so it's not unfamiliar to me to be seen as
“over the hill.”
A “thirty-something” female trainer described how she tries to be aware of how she might
be perceived in stereotypic ways given her various social identity group memberships.
I'm very aware of my identity in that group; that I'm female; that I'm young; and
that I was blond! It's understanding my identity and being very conscious of how
that's coming across.
An African American faculty member discussed her need to prepare herself to experience
the barrage of racist comments and actions she experiences in her work.
People of color, and blacks in particular, develop sets of mechanisms for being
able to be present in predominantly white environments in ways that allow us to
feel sane... .and do what we have to do in those situations. Part of what that
means is that many times during the day, every day, I have to think about how I'm
going to save myself, how I'm going to protect myself, how I'm going to shield
myself, how I'm going to basically protect my own sanity given the environment
that I find myself in.
Another aspect of understanding the impact of your various group identities is to
know some guiding principles for what to do and what not to do given your pattern of
dominant and subordinate group memberships. A couple of white male trainers shared
their views on how white men need to use themselves in a session.
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One is to link to the white men in the group and not be seen, not in any way have
them feel like I'm saying, "I'm better than you. I know more than you." Another
is to really be able to care about them and to have compassion for where they are.
(Educators) must know what not to do as a dominant: if a white male takes on
a colleague of color, (it’s important that I) not jump in and "save" them because
that suggests that my colleague of color isn't competent.
2. Doing personal healing work
A common recommendation from respondents was for educators to develop a
comprehensive understanding of the intrapersonal “roots” or sources of their triggering
events and to find ways to participate in in-depth personal healing work. A more
thorough discussion of some of the common intrapersonal issues that are the roots of
triggering events can be found in the sections under Question 4. A common theme was
the need for educators to be a clear “instrument” and in “solid shape psychodynamically.”
Swallowing your triggered reaction and leaving it there is not healthy. You have
to go back and do the work. You have to have a contract with yourself to do your
own work and a place to do it. Make sure that the primary tool box is healthy and
working well. You're it.
Part of this is to examine your stuff and how it can influence your interaction with
your clients.
Internally I need to be constantly aware of how I have been damaged growing up
and aware of how this continues to affect me personally and professionally.
Many informants maintained that educators would experience fewer triggering
events and would become increasingly more competent at managing them in the moment
if they continue to do their own healing work.
The more awareness you can bring to the situation the more effective your
response will be. The more awareness you can bring, the fewer things will trigger
you.
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I think people do have less and less powerful counter-transference if they get to
deal with it. That is, they get to utilize it in a way that feels productive.
C. Competencies: Personal qualities
In this section I have organized the data into the following categories:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

Present and centered
Confidence based on experience
Compassion and acceptance
Seeing the larger context: Not personalizing triggering events
Patience: Trusting the participant learning process
Tolerance of ambiguity
Comfort with conflict
Spiritual perspective
Self-forgiveness
Comfort with feelings
Humility
Passion

1. Present and centered
A competency frequently reported by informants was the need to be fully
present and centered in the moment.
Had I been able to be more present, focused, and confident, I could have used the
skills I had to more effectively manage the group dynamics.
The respondents described this competency in a number of ways including the ability to
notice and “track” what is happening in the group and in one’s self and the ability to stay
centered and grounded when triggered.
Had I been more aware of my bodily experience then I would have known my
feelings were disproportionate to what was actually happening in that moment.
One faculty member discussed how she was able to be more present in the moment when
she let go of the outcome of the learning opportunity.
Because to not have to control the outcome means that I can be more present with
what I'm doing in the moment. Because the outcome is the outcome and it's none
of my business, in some regard. And so as a result I have more energy to focus
and be attentive in the moment.
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2. Confidence based on experience
A number of informants discussed how having more successful experience in
managing triggering events increased their level of confidence that they would manage
them effectively in the future. This level of trust in their competence impacted their
ability to respond more effectively when triggered.
I trust my experience much more. I trust what I know.
I think it just takes much more experience... And you just get better at taking the
group where it needs to go.
3.

Compassion and acceptance
Many respondents described how they felt more effective and useful when they

came out of a place of “care and compassion” for the participants.
I think the work I've been doing to really understand what's going on for people
from dominant groups when they are being defensive and resistance and my
efforts to develop compassion really helped in allowing me to respond
appropriately and generally effectively.
Part of what we need to be doing with white men is to support them through the
pain of their acknowledging the struggle that they experience in life and not to
beat up on them.
Having compassion for some respondents meant accepting the participants “where they
are” and shifting their judgements and expectations of participants to recognize that
everyone was socialized to have prejudice and that we all need the time and space to
work through these issues. One faculty member described his approach in this area:
I'm not here to make you feel guilty about your attitudes and behaviors. I assume
you come by that honestly.
A trainer of color discussed his attitude about this dynamic:
Issues around race come up. It’s normal. We all need time, patience,
and nurturing to move through this....
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Another respondent described how it helps to “remember times of my own ignorance and
understand that that was well-meaning and it was innocent ignorance, not malicious ”
Several respondents described a related competency when they talked about the
need to be accepting and nonjudgmental of participants. One consultant of color noted
how she was more effective when she shifted her internal stance towards participants:
I accepted them as they are. No longer feeling the need to judge. I am consciously
practicing non-judgment.
Another trainer discussed how her ability to “identify with the participant” increased her
compassion and effectiveness in the triggering situations. Instead of judging the
participant and seeing them as “different,” she looks for what she may have in common
with the learner and how their experiences may be similar.
4. Seeing the larger context: Not personalizing triggering events
A corollary to the ability to view triggering events as normal and to anticipate
them is to view them from a larger context and not “take them personally” when they
occur. A number of respondents discussed the competency of not internalizing or
personalizing the comments and behaviors of participants. One informant described
competent educators as those who “were able to more or less not personalize what was
being said. And take it all on.” One faculty member described how he has come to
understand this dynamic:
Over the years I've learned to protect myself from those things. Even when they
are intentional attacks on me. I've learned how to dodge and move. I know how to
get out of the way so they don't hit me. One of the ways I do that is to keep my
mind on why I'm here. My job is not to be the issue and that’s one of the
strategies groups use is to make the leader the issue. And that's a way of
disempowering. So the more I allow myself to be disempowered, the less I can do
the work. The trick is to do that in a manner that doesn't have you be so aloof and
disconnected that you come across as cold, but on the other side not to be so
engaged that you get triggered.
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5. Patience: Trusting the participant learning process
Many respondents identified the ability to “let go” and trust the participant
learning process as a core competency for managing triggering events. One faculty
member described this as “loving with an open hand with unconditional acceptance of
students, and respect and care for them. Holding something out and allowing people to
take what they want, and leave the rest and really meaning it.”
A number of informants felt that having patience with the process and
remembering the length of their own learning journey were critical steps to being able to
accept the current dynamics and let go of the need to control or change participants.
Remembering your own learning process and how long it has taken to get to this
place develops patience, compassion.
I am one part of all of the students' process. And I need to trust that process. I
need to trust that students come in with information and knowledge and I need to
trust their process and let them be in it.
Informants felt that is was important to hold a related perspective that each learning
opportunity was only one of the many that participants would need to support their
“unlearning” process. It is helpful when educators remember this and let go of any
pressure or sense of urgency to “make them get it now.”
I believe we have to be committed to this effort over the long haul. It takes many,
many interactions with students and people being trained before they will even
entertain the idea of multiple perspectives.
Trust the process. Having faith that there is a larger plan. There's something
bigger than me out there and that these students' ability to do social change does
not begin and end with me. I am a part of a larger process.
I don't feel like I have to do it all at once. It's not my job to do the whole thing.
They got what they could get. I didn't get it all in one training. I want people to
get as much as they can, and I feel like I do the best I can to help them and, you
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know, this isn't the end. I'm really clear about this being a life-long learning and
on-going process and so there'll be more opportunities for us to learn and to get it.
I need to trust that they'll get what they need to get. It doesn't all have to happen
now, and it doesn't all have to come from me.
A related skill described by a few respondents was the ability to realize that a specific
intervention is not working in the moment, and to let it go and trust that a time will arise
later in the session to revisit the issue “if it is meant to be.”
6. Tolerance of ambiguity
A core competency closely related to “trusting their process” was the ability to
tolerate ambiguity. Many reflected that they were far more structured and inflexible in
their early years as an educator and that with time and experience they had developed the
ability to “go with the flow” and “trust the process.” One male consultant described this
as “being able to either let go of the agenda, or trust that whatever energy this person's
bringing might be the work of the day.”
Several educators discussed the need to be able to let go of their expectation that
they have all the answers and have to “solve” every situation.
I’m learning to be able to be in a situation where I don't have answers and
solutions and I give myself permission to be there and not to do something. So it
means giving myself permission to notice that there's something that is amiss, and
be present to that and let it be. And not try to fix it and not try to do something
about it, but be with it.
But it was quite an amazing space to be able to sit and see that some of them were
frustrated but thinking that's exactly where they need to be.
Several respondents reflected on what they have had to let go of in order to be
more comfortable with ambiguity.
I think another thing is that I had to let go of the fear, the fear of not knowing all
the answers; the fear of being wrong; the fear of losing control in the classroom.
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This is what I’m working on: not always having to have answers and solutions and
being able to be helpless. I can't even say that, but that has been my challenge: to
let myself be in a situation without answers and solutions.
7. Comfort with conflict
A related quality that is key to the ability to manage triggering events is
feeling comfortable in conflict situations.
I need to get more comfortable about the fact that sometimes people need to leave
feeling conflicted. They need to leave feeling upset sometimes.
I now see conflict as big learning opportunities and have found these instances as
my greatest growth areas.
If I'm doing a workshop on racism and white people seem angry and frustrated,
that might be exactly where they need to be, sitting in their privilege and access,
and really thinking about the impact of their behaviors on others.
One faculty member described this as “a recognition that because it doesn't feel good
doesn't mean that it's bad; or because it feels good doesn't mean that it's useful”
8. Spiritual perspective
Many respondents described how their spiritual beliefs helped them to respond
more effectively to triggering events.
To have that kind of foundation makes it easier for me to weather different
storms. Because I don't feel like my whole self will be swept away. If I can find
something that's more solid and consistent to ground my sense of self, then I can
go into the classroom and have things chip away at me and not feel like I'm going
to die.
My spiritual self is very much an important part of how I come to the work. Just
feeling as though there's someone bigger in charge of what's going on and
guiding a lot of growth and development that takes place and directing people in
places they need to be.
I have strong faith and strong spiritual grounding, and also a mantra to say
everyday when I go out into the world, "Let what I do be about creating peace on
earth. Let it be about bringing the Kingdom to pass."
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It always works best for me if I can then have a few moments to just go and get
centered and to ask God for strength and direction and to put out the best in me
and to put out the best in everyone who comes, that this might be a good learning
for all of us.
It is important to find a way to get reconnected with the spiritual sense that
"everything's all right," that "this is an important experience that we're having;”
this is happening now because we can learn from it.
9. Self-forgiveness
A key ability cited by a number of respondents was to forgive themselves for any
“mistakes” they make.
I don't suppose I've always been able to forgive myself that easily. I probably in
times long past spent more time berating myself: You should have known, you
should have thought of this... Over time it gets easy to see for myself that I can't
possibly know everything and I can't have thought of everything even though I
think I can... .1 get to be a learner.
I think the ability to make a mistake around our own privilege and not fold
on that... I think the ability not to get totally bound up in shame...
I think I've learned over time not to fight the control issue, that there are going to
be things that surprise me, and that does not mean that I'm incompetent. It does
mean that there are places for me to continue to learn and grow and this is an
indication.
Self-forgiveness requires that educators “trust the process” enough to accept that their
“mistake” may not only be a significant learning opportunity for participants but also an
important moment in their own professional development.
One faculty member described some of her internal self-statements and attitudes
that help her accept her mistakes and forgive herself:
Given I'm doing the best I can, it was not deliberate, it wasn't intentional, it wasn't
out of a place of malice or bad intentions, it was ignorance. And I wasn't holding
onto it, I wasn't defending it, I wasn't explaining it. I said something, it was
wrong, I apologized, and now I know better... I have this notion that I'm doing
the best I can with the information and the resources that I have available to me,
and when I get more, I'll get even better.
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10. Comfort with feelings
Another competency identified by a number of respondents with the ability to be
comfortable with their own emotion reactions and those of participants.
A capacity for being comfortable with feelings, and a recognition that feelings,
emotions are a part of the process, and an ability to be present to them whatever
they are without being thrown off by them, a recognition that feelings are not
something to be fixed or done something with, but they are to be felt.
If I could generally be in better touch with my emotions I think I could not only
use them when I now operate strictly from my head, but also could express them
less extremely when they are intense.
11. Humility
Several informants cited humility as a core competency that helps them to manage
triggering events. They felt it was important to be able to acknowledge their limitations
and to admit when they “don’t know.”
It’s important to know there’s a lot you don’t know, and be open to learning and
growing without collapsing into, “I’m not competent enough.” Know what issues
you’re competent in managing and which ones you unconsciously avoid or
mishandle.
12. Passion
Passion was a final quality that a few respondents thought was a key competency
to manage triggering events. One consultant shared his views on this topic:
You have to have some passion about the issue, enough so you're real and you
bring that realness to the work, but not so out of control that you're triggered by
everything. I know a lot of people who are very skilled, smart, and have done
their own homework, but are very flat. There's not a real fire in the belly around
the issues; this makes the difference between a very good trainer and a great
trainer. I don't think you can train passion, you come by it from your own life
experience.
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D. Strategies: Managing triggering events in the moment
A number of respondents described the importance of knowing that they had a
“repertoire” of effective techniques and strategies to choose from when they were
triggered.
My strategies vary, but my satisfaction comes from knowing I have some
strategies to use.
I believe you do need originally some repertoire of more than one way to respond,
so you don't get stuck. And then, over time, you let go of the rules.
Most respondents shared a number of strategies that they felt would help social justice
educators to manage themselves and the group dynamics more effectively during
triggering events. It is not surprising that respondents recommended many of the skills
and strategies they had used in triggering situations where they had felt satisfied with
their responses. These included shifting their appraisal of participant behavior and their
internal self-talk, engaging the resistance, using the self as instrument, apologizing, using
co-facilitators, and self-management techniques to manage their emotional reactions. In
this section I have organized their additional recommended strategies that had not been
discussed earlier in Question 3:
1. Conduct a “systems check”
2. See own part in dynamics
3. Use group facilitation skills
1. Conduct a “systems check”
One faculty member thought it would have been helpful if she had been able to
pause in the moment when she felt triggered and assess the situation before she reacted
automatically out of her feelings. She used the term “systems check” to describe this
process of assessing what she was feeling, how she was reacting, and the roots of her
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trigger. She referenced this strategy as she reflected on what she had not done during a
triggering event:
And my critical thinking went out the window. I couldn't stop and think. I didn't
want to be wrong, but I couldn't stop and critically assess why I was reacting the
way I was reacting. Which should have been my first response. You know, do
like a little systems check? And just check what's going on for me here...
Other respondents described several aspects of a “systems check” which they felt would
be helpful when triggered including to first notice their physiological, cognitive and
emotional reactions, to stop and critically examine their assumptions and appraisals, and
to then decide if they have the resources to respond effectively in the moment.
2. See own part in dynamics
A few informants talked about the usefulness of “owning their part” and
acknowledging how their actions and attitudes contributed to their experiencing events as
triggering.
When I begin to look at just what I bring into the moment and what I bring into a
situation and when I have done certain things and what's my part, it frees me up.
It frees me up. If I was able to stop in the moment, and say, "What's my part in
this?" it would have been different. Things would have happened differently,
irrespective of what she said herself.
If I could figure out what my piece of it was, then I could figure out how to let it
go. But I couldn't figure out what my piece of it was. I could only see them and
how they upset me. They just upset me to no end.
3. Use group facilitation skills
Respondents recommended that educators possess several core skill sets to help
them better manage triggering events including skills in group facilitation, diagnosis of
group dynamics, tracking, critical thinking, framing, conflict management and group
intervention.
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A recognition of the multiplicity of dynamics across difference, and interactions
across difference is another skill that's important. You must be able to see that
there can be multiple things playing out at the same time. And all of those are
real.
It’s important to have an awareness of where the group was at that point, and
where they needed to be and could likely go in that segment.
My job is to think critically about myself and share that and invite them to think
critically about themselves.
An ability to give a framework for the event so that you can name and describe
what is happening not as a random episode, but as part of a context of things like
it; a framework for giving meaning and understanding to the event.

In the final chapter I discuss the results of my study and explore the implications
for the field of social justice education and for further research.

CHAPTER 6
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
Introduction
In this chapter I discuss the answers to my research questions based on the data
from my study and explore some of the key implications for the field of social justice
education. In the concluding sections I present a set of recommendations for the
professional development of social justice educators to help them develop the core
competencies to manage triggering events effectively and I suggest several areas for
further research and study. In the following section I use my original research questions
to organize my discussion of the results of my study.
Discussion of Results
Question #1: Do Social Justice Educators Report
That They Experience Triggering Events?
All of the forty respondents who submitted Critical Incident Reports and each of the
fifteen people who participated in interviews reported experiencing numerous triggering
events in their role as social justice educator. This finding confirms the few areas in the
social justice literature that discuss the phenomenon of triggering events for facilitators
(Bell, Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997; Goodman, 1995; Griffin, 1997a; Griffin,
1997b; Weinstein & Obear, 1992). There were some interesting differences between the
perceptions and experiences of educators based on their length of experience. It is not
surprising that educators with more experience reported fewer recent triggering incidents
and noted that their emotional reactions were far less intense than when triggered earlier in
their careers. They also tended to view triggering events as “gifts” of self-awareness and as
opportunities to deepen the learning experience for participants, and were more
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understanding and forgiving of themselves when they reacted in less satisfying ways. Less
experienced educators seemed to view triggers more negatively and tended to be far more
dissatisfied and self-critical about their reaction in these situations.
Respondents described how their reactions to triggering events fell along a
“continuum” ranging from rather mild to very intense. There was a relationship between
the ends of the continuum and the length of experience of the educators. Less experienced
educators seemed to have more intense emotional reactions and were very distracted,
disoriented, overwhelmed, and deskilled. When they were experiencing intense emotions
they reported having less access to their cognitive skills including the ability reflect,
diagnose and analyze. This finding is consistent with the impact of stress and emotions as
discussed in the stress management literature (Albrecht, 1979). More experienced
educators described having less intense reactions overall and feeling somewhat excited to
work a triggering event if their response fell at the less extreme end of the continuum.
Question #2: If So, What Are the
Triggering Events They Experience?
Respondents reported experiencing a wide variety of triggering events. This data is
consistent with the types of triggering events described in the social justice literature (Bell,
Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997; Griffin, 1997b; Weinstein & Obear, 1992) and
provides a more expansive list of examples which I have organized with respect to
dominant and subordinate status.
Most of the triggers reported by respondents occurred when they were
experiencing the event from one of their subordinate group identities. This finding is not
surprising given how most people experience the pain of oppression out of their
subordinate group memberships. They are mostly aware of how they experience the
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world from their subordinate status and pay little to no attention to their privilege and
access they receive as members of dominant groups. This pattern has implications for
how social justice educators enter the work. If they generally engage in the dialogue from
their subordinate status they may be less present to their dominant group identities and
less unaware of when they feel triggered out of one of them. As a result they may react in
more “automatic” and unconscious ways that are less effective in the moment. In addition
they may miss opportunities to “join” with other members of dominant groups and
further the learning by using the self as instrument from this perspective.
Another interesting pattern is that there were very few examples of educators
feeling triggered by members of subordinate groups when they were experiencing the
event from the corresponding dominant identity. While it could be that educators from
dominant groups do not feel triggered by the actions of subordinate group members, it
seems more likely that they are either not aware of feeling triggered or they are hesitant
to intervene for fear of being viewed as oppressive. As a result they most likely miss
opportunities to deepen the learning at this intersection of social identity groups.
There was a similar pattern of educators from subordinate groups reporting very
few incidents of feeling triggered by members of their own group. I wonder if they are so
focused on participants from dominant groups that they are less attentive to the behaviors
of members of subordinate groups.
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I summarize the examples of triggering events reported in the data in Table 5.
Table 5: Examples of Triggering Events
1. A member of a dominant group (participant or co-facilitator) who:
- makes an offensive comment
- belittles my point or that of a participant
- challenges the validity of the information or statistics being presented
- criticizes my style, design, or approach
- dominates the conversation and “airtime”
- interrupts me or the participants
- demonstrates domineering, threatening, or controlling behavior
- refuses to participate in the discussion or the activity
- tries to “bully” me or a participant
- is arrogant and self-righteous
- dismisses the conversation as “political correctness”
- is “set in their ways” and unwilling to shift their perspectives
- “coaches” members of subordinate groups on how to act, think and feel
- portrays themselves as the “victim” of oppression, e.g., claiming “reverse racism”
- proclaims that they are “a good one” and refuses to own their group privilege
- demonstrates disruptive behavior including joking, side conversations, and snide
or sarcastic comments
2. A member of a subordinate group (participant or co-facilitator) who:
- questions my competency as the facilitator
- challenges one of my comments or behaviors and labels it oppressive
- is colluding with their own oppression
- “rescues” members of the dominant group
- is experiencing and expressing deep emotions of pain, grief or anger
3. A participant or co-facilitator who is a member of both a subordinate and a dominant
group who:
- only engages in the conversation out of their subordinate identity
- refuses to “own their privilege” as a member of a dominant group
- shifts the conversation away from their dominant group and back to their
subordinate group
- “does not get it” as a member of a dominant group and can not “make the
connection” and use their membership in a subordinate group to understand this
form of oppression

Continued next page
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Table 5 continued
4. When any participant:
- tries to derail the planned format and agenda
- refuses to engage in any further dialogue
- tries to work out their personal issues on me or the group
- projects their assumptions and feelings onto me or the group
5. As the facilitator, when
- I make a mistake
-1 do or say something offensive or oppressive
-1 can’t figure out how to manage the situation
- a participant is angry with me
- there is intense conflict among participants
- my co-facilitator is triggered and experiencing deep emotions
- a participant or event reminds me of someone or reactivates some incident from my
past
- my co-facilitator mismanages an activity or makes an ineffective intervention
- my co-facilitator tries to “correct” me or criticizes me in front of the group
- my co-facilitator is silent and “disappears” during a group discussion in which they
_are a member of the dominant group_

Question 3: How Do Social Justice
Educators Respond to Triggering Events?
Physiological and Emotional Reactions
Most of my respondents identified a number of physiological, emotional, and
behavioral responses they had when they were triggered. Their physiological reactions
were consistent with those reported in the literature on stress management about how
people respond in a “fight or flight” situation under stress (Adams, 1987; Selye, 1976).
Educators reported feeling a wide range of emotions when triggered and often
experienced a series of feelings during the event.
There were, however, some interesting differences in the emotional reactions
depending upon the dominant and subordinate status of the educators. Respondents
triggered on the basis of one of their subordinate group identities more often reported
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feeling anger at the dominant group and at the dynamics of their oppression. They also
reported experiencing reactivated feelings of fear, grief and rage that were linked to their
current and past experiences of discrimination. Members of dominant groups tended to
report feeling anger at other dominant group members and fear that they would be “found
out” as incompetent. They reported feeling a range of other emotions related to their
dominant status, including guilt, shame, fear, confusion, and powerlessness.
Management Strategies
As I gathered data in the Critical Incident Report and in the individual interviews
I had asked educators to describe triggering events where they felt both satisfied and less
satisfied with their responses. In this section I will first discuss the themes that emerged
with respect to the situations where they felt less satisfied and explore their intentions and
the specific strategies they used to manage the triggering event. Respondents discussed a
range of intentions that influenced their choice of intervention in situations where they
were less satisfied with their response. Common themes among these intentions were
trying to change the participants and “right the wrongs” of oppression, wanting to “win”
the argument and prove the participant wrong, intending to intimidate, punish or “take
out” the participant, and trying to keep the dynamics “under control.” When they
responded out of these intentions the outcome of their interventions often interfered with
accomplishing the objectives of the session by shutting down effective dialogue,
aggravating the resistance or forcing it underground, modeling inappropriate and
oppressive behavior, and increasing the tension and feelings of distrust in the room.
There appears to be a relationship between their intentions and how educators
view their role. Respondents’ perception of their role as social justice educator fell along
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a continuum which reflected an increasing desire to influence and control the outcome of
the learning experience. The categories ranged from “facilitators” to “educators” to
“activists ” In many of the triggering events where educators felt less satisfied with their
responses they seemed to have been motivated by their need for control and their desire
to change the participants or the outcome of the situation. This stance closely mirrors the
role of “Activist” and possibly that of the “Educator.” Respondents who felt satisfied
with their responses reported their intent more aligned with that of the role of
“Facilitator” including wanting to “join” the participants “where they are” and use the
event as an opportunity to deepen everyone’s learning.
Every respondent had numerous examples of how they had responded in ways
with which they were less satisfied. They reported a wide range of ineffective
intervention strategies, including aggressive and controlling responses, attempts to avoid
and smooth over conflict, being unable to respond and “zoning out” in the moment, and
becoming overly focused on individual participants.
In Table 6 I list a summary of educator responses in triggering events where they
felt less satisfied.
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Table 6: Educator Response When Less Satisfied
- interrupt and cut-off the participant
- engage in an aggressive argument
- act defensively
- use sarcasm
- make patronizing comments
- confront the participant
- raise their voice
- lecture and go into the “telling” mode
- criticize and “put down” the participant
- shame and humiliate the participant
- interrogate the participant
- enlist the group to try to change the participant
- yell at the participant
- abruptly end the conversation and move on
- ignore and avoid the situation
- smooth over and “down play” the conflict
- become silent
- shut down and withdraw or “zone out”
- become overly focused on the participants)
- engage in time-consuming arguments
- pay an inappropriate amount of attention to a participant(s)
Most every respondent shared examples of when they felt satisfied with their
response, though many had trouble recalling these incidents. There seemed to be four
categories of reasons why educators felt their interventions had been effective: they had
used the triggering event to further the learning in the moment; they had surfaced the
resistance and facilitated a deeper expression of the core feelings and issues underneath the
presenting behaviors; they had helped participants engage in authentic, respectful dialogue
across dominant and subordinate groups; and they had modeled effective recovery and
conflict management skills.
The types of interventions with which educators felt satisfied also seemed to fall
into four categories: using the self as instrument, engaging the resistance, maintaining
group norms, and self-management strategies. It was not surprising that more
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experienced educators were far more likely to use these effective interventions, while
those with less experience tended to try to control triggering situations and to stay within
the planned format and agenda. It takes significant self-awareness, presence, selfconfidence, trust, and self-management to use triggering events as learning opportunities,
though when managed effectively, these moments are often some of the more powerful
moments in the session. During a triggering event the dynamics in the room often mirror
those the participants experience in their lives and in society. Analyzing these events can
provide a microcosm within which learners develop greater insight, knowledge, and skill
to handle incidents they confront in everyday life more effectively.
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In Table 7 I list a summary of the responses of educators when they felt satisfied.
Table 7: Educator Response When Satisfied
1. Use self as instrument
- self-disclose to share personal thoughts, feelings, experiences and observations of group
dynamics
- use self as instrument to track intrapersonal and behavioral reactions to gain insight into
group dynamics and to guide the choice of intervention
- identify with the participant(s)
- apologize for inappropriate behaviors
2. Engage the resistance
- ask “open-ended” and clarifying questions of resistant participant(s) and others in the
room
- actively “attend” and listen to the participant(s)
- paraphrase back what seemed to be the core feelings and points of participant
- invite participants to discuss where they disagree
- invite participants to express their feelings
- validate and affirm the feelings, views and/or behaviors of the participant(s)
- acknowledge where they agreed and disagreed with the participant(s)
- invite other participants to join in the dialogue
- refer back to a triggering incident to invite further discussion
- introduce or invite new and differing perspectives and information
- stay quiet to allow space for others to engage the resistance
3. Maintain group norms
- confront the participant(s)
- interrupt group dynamics and re-establish group norms
4. Use self-management techniques
- manage personal emotions and “bind their feelings”
- call for a break in the design
- “table” the discussion for a later time
- use reflective self-talk to shift their feelings and appraisal of the situation
- have the co-facilitator intervene in the situation
- seek support from co-facilitator
- debrief the incident with co-facilitator
- pray and seek connection with their “Higher Power”

In the following section I discuss some of the more significant themes that
emerged about the management strategies with which educators felt satisfied.
Respondents used the self as instrument in two distinct ways: to diagnose the situation
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and to use self-disclosure to further the learning in the moment. Some described tracking
and noticing their triggered reactions, including feelings and fears, physiological
reactions, hunches, and self-talk, to gain insight into what dynamics may be occurring in
the group. This self-reflective diagnostic process provided significant data for choosing
an appropriate response. The more frequently cited use of self as instrument involved
using self-disclosure as a basis for intervention. Educators described various ways in
which they shared of some of their personal thoughts, feelings, experiences, and
observations of group dynamics to help participants learn from the triggering situation.
Some of their interventions seemed similar to Schwarz’s (1994) description of “meta¬
interventions” which call attention to the group's process to help participants pause,
notice and discuss the current issues and dynamics occurring in the room. One
particularly interesting intervention was how educators modeled effective recovery skills
by apologizing publicly for their inappropriate comments and actions. Their honesty and
vulnerability often opened the door for others to own their oppressive behaviors later in
the session.
A few authors in the social justice literature discussed using self-disclosure to
share their stories and feelings as an effective response to triggering events (Bell,
Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997; Griffin, 1997a; Romney, Tatum, & Jones, 1992),
but I found little reference to the strategy of using the self as instrument in diagnosis or to
name the current group dynamics. The literature on countertransference (Tansey and
Burke, 1989) and group dynamics (Johnson & Johnson, 1982) provided greater insight
into these approaches. In the “totalist” view of countertransference emotional reactions
are seen as inevitable and considered a potentially useful tool to understand the client.
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The critical competency for educators in managing triggering events is the ability to
understand how they are being acted upon and then analyze their subjective restimulated
experiences and feelings (Tansey and Burke, 1989).
Respondents used a number of strategies to “engage the resistance” of participants
who seemed to assert challenges and blocks in the learning process. There were two
common intentions for choosing these interventions: to use the triggering event as a
“teachable moment” to further participant learning, and to gather more information from
the participant(s) to help the educator reappraise the situation and to select a more
effective response. Some of the more common interventions were to use open-ended
questions to invite the participant(s) to share more of their perspective and to facilitate a
dialogue exploring any disagreement and conflict. Engaging the resistance often resulted
in a critical shift in the group’s development that opened opportunities to more deeply
explore group dynamics, personal issues and emotions in the session. As a result
participants often felt more trust in the learning process and greater willingness to
participate in further difficult conversations.
Respondents reported that they had occasionally intervened to manage
inappropriate group dynamics and maintain the integrity of the design. The more
common responses in this category were to directly confront the participant and to stop
the conversation to re-establish group norms. The challenge for educators is to choose
these interventions from a stance of care and compassion and to demonstrate respect for
the participants as they interrupt the flow of the session.
Educators used a number of strategies to manage their triggered reactions so they
could more clearly diagnose the situation and choose an appropriate response. They often
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used cognitive restructuring techniques to reappraise their interpretation and evaluation of
the event and to shift their emotional reactions. Some reported “binding their feelings” to
contain their emotions in the moment. Other strategies were to put the participants into an
activity to gain time to reflect and recover their emotional equilibrium, to use their cofacilitator to manage the group dynamics, and to seek guidance and support from their
“Higher Power.”
As I listened to the stories of how educators had responded to triggering events I
was struck by the complexity of the multiple tasks they had to negotiate. They had to
manage their own emotional, cognitive and physiological reactions while they diagnosed
the group dynamics and chose how they wanted to respond. The often competing criteria
that influenced their choice of intervention included finding a way to engage the
resistance with respect while maintaining the integrity of the learning goals and balancing
the needs of all group members in the room. The metaphor of social justice educator as
air traffic controller seems appropriate in describing this challenge.
“The Cycle of a Triggering Event”
An important finding that emerged in my analysis of the data was the “cycle” of
intrapersonal reactions that educators experience when triggered. Most respondents
described experiencing a similar series of internal dynamics that seemed to occur almost
simultaneously in a “split second.” This finding is consistent with the discussions about
how people make meaning of events in the literature on Rational Emotive Therapy (Ellis,
1977a; Wessler & Wessler, 1980) and group dynamics (Miller, Nunnally, & Wackman,
1976; Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994). As respondents described their
internal processes I noticed a pattern that seemed cyclical in nature. I developed a six-
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step model to reflect the core elements of this process, “The Cycle of a Triggering
Event.” In Table 8 I outline the basic aspects of the educator’s internal reactions to
triggering events.

Table 8: The Cycle of a Triggering Event

Step 1: Educators experience a stimulus or “trigger”
Step 2: Educators perceive the stimulus and gather data through their intrapersonal
“lenses”
Step 3: Educators interpret the data and make an appraisal of the situation
Step 4: Educators experience a series emotional and physiological reactions
Step 5: Educators choose the intention(s) behind their intervention(s)
Step 6: Educators make a behavioral intervention(s)_
In the following section I expand on each step of The Cycle of a Triggering
Event.
Step 1: Stimulus
Educators experience a stimulus that could be external (a participant’s comment,
facial expression or behavior, or an image from a movie) or internal (their intrapsychic
dialogue of fears, expectations, memories, or thoughts). They may or may not be aware
that they have experienced a stimulus.
Step 2: Gathering Data
They have a number of “lenses” through which they gather information about the
situation. Most educators are unaware that they experience this step in the process. These
lenses influence what the educator “sees” and what data they select to focus on. Their
lenses are made up of their intrapsychic “roots” of triggering events including their
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expectations, assumptions, fears, biases, irrational beliefs, unresolved issues and traumas,
needs, intentions, and their various stages of social identity development.
Step 3: Interpretation and Appraisal of Stimulus
The process at this stage is often unconscious and educators may not yet realize
they are triggered. Educators interpret the event and make an appraisal based on the
selective information they have gathered. Educators often experience seemingly
automatic self-talk. Their intrapsychic issues, fears and inner dialogue influence how they
make meaning of the situation.
Step 4: Emotional and Physiological Reactions
The educators’ interpretation and appraisal influences their emotional and
physiological reactions. It is usually at this stage in the cycle that educators become
aware they feel triggered as they experience the impact of their feelings and physical
responses.
Step 5: Choice of Intention
Based on everything they have experienced to this point educators “choose” the
intention(s) for their intervention strategy. This may or may not be a conscious decision¬
making process and educators may not be aware of how or why they selected their
response.
Step 6: Behavioral Intervention
Educators select and implement a behavioral response. As in every earlier stage in
The Cycle of a Triggering Event educators may be completely unaware that they are
triggered and may experience themselves as having a knee-jerk reaction and
responding “automatically” in the moment.
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Respondents reported a significant amount of data about their ineffective and
more effective strategies for managing triggering events. In contrast, only a very few had
reflected on the various intrapersonal issues and dynamics that had shaped their
experience of triggering events. I explore the multiple dimensions of the “roots” of
triggering events in the next section.
Question #4: What Factors and Intrapersonal Issues Influence How
Educators Appraise Situations and Respond to Triggering Events?
In this section I explore some of the factors and intrapersonal "roots" that
influence why one educator gets "triggered" by an incident while others do not. As stated
earlier I have concluded from my analysis of the data that the intrapersonal issues of
educators impact them at every step of The Cycle of Triggering Events, including how
they select and attend to data, how they interpret and appraise the situation, their
emotional and physiological reactions, their intentions, and their choice of intervention.
Self-awareness of how they are influenced by their internal processes is one of the most
significant competencies for managing triggering events, one which many respondents
did not possess.
As I asked respondents this interview question I was surprised by how many
reported having never reflected on their practice to explore the possible intrapsychic roots
of their triggering events. The few who were familiar with how their intrapersonal issues
and reactivated emotions influenced them in triggering situations tended to be more
experienced trainers and faculty members who had responsibilities for the professional
development of more junior social justice educators or psychotherapists. On reflection I
realized that most respondents’ lack of competence in this area is consistent with my
findings of the limitations in the literature. I found only passing reference in the social
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justice literature to any intrapersonal dynamics of educators. In contrast, many authors
from most every other literature I reviewed emphasized the significant impact of the
practitioners’ assumptions, expectations, irrational beliefs, biases, needs, and memories
of past traumas on their ability to perform their responsibilities effectively. I feel that the
impact of intrapersonal roots in the phenomenon of triggering events is one of the most
significant results from my study that expands the social justice literature.
Despite most educators’ lack of experience with this type of self-reflection, every
respondent in the interview was able to identify a number of factors and intrapersonal
dynamics that had influenced how they had made meaning of the event and responded
when triggered. Educators identified a few factors that influenced how they had appraised
situations and responded in less satisfying ways including their degree of fatigue and
burn-out, time constraints, and inadequate audio-visual equipment and facilities. The
factors that respondents identified as helping them respond in more satisfying ways
included self-confidence in their content knowledge and skill sets, feeling centered and
focused, having managed similar situations in the past, trusting the learning process and
the good intentions of participants, and feeling empathy and compassion from “seeing
themselves in the participant.”
Issues and dynamics that serve as “lenses”
I have identified the following categories of intrapersonal issues and dynamics
that influence how educators experience events as triggers and then respond in those
situations:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Irrational beliefs
Personal needs for control, power, inclusion, approval, etc.
Expectations of possible stressors
Fears
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5. Unresolved conflicts or past traumas
6. Prejudice and bias
7. Social group membership and social identity development
In the following section I discuss some of the more interesting dimensions of these as
they relate to my study.
All of these intrapersonal “roots” form the “lenses” through which educators
make meaning of events as triggers. If educators hold the irrational beliefs that they have
to be perfect (Femstein & Whiston, 1980) or that they are inadequate if they make a
“mistake” (Sideleau, 1987), then they may interpret a participant’s anger about the
usefulness of an activity as negative feedback about their lack of competence. In response
they might defend and justify their actions and miss the opportunity to engage the
resistance in the room. If they have a deep personal need for approval, then they may
appraise group conflict as threatening since it may impact if participants like them or not.
As a result they may choose activities or interventions designed to “entertain,” to “keep
things light,” and to have people “leave on a good note.”
There was scant reference in the social justice literature and in the reported data
about how educators create their own triggering events by anticipating difficulties and
expecting certain participants to be resistant. If educators expect white male participants
to be resistant and challenging, then they may misinterpret reasonable questions and
inquiries as deliberate attempts to undermine and challenge their authority. In response
they may “take on” the participants and try to “put them in their place.” If they expect
participants of color to be extremely angry in the session, then white educators may be
consumed with their fears that they will mismanage any intergroup conflict. As a result
they intervene in ways to smooth over and avoid any potential disagreements.
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Most every respondent reported feeling a range of fears that influenced their
appraisal and response when triggered. Many of their fears seemed rooted in their
intrapersonal needs for control, affiliation, approval, and acceptance. They also seem
related to the observation that people appraise an event as stressful if they believe they
will experience harm or loss, or if they feel they do not have the resources to cope with
the situation (Lazarus, 1981). The fears described by respondents were very similar to
those reported by faculty in the study by Weinstein and Obear (1992). Commonalities
included the fear that they will be judged as incompetent, the fear that “things will get out
of control” and they will not be able to handle the situation, and the fear that they will be
confronted with their own biases and prejudices. Educators appraise events through the
lens of their fears and choose interventions to avoid any possibility that they may come
true. When focused on their fears, they are far less likely to take any risks or venture off
the structured agenda. As a result they miss opportunities to deepen the learning during
triggering events by using the self as instrument and engaging the resistance in the
moment. I summarize the fears reported in the data in Table 9.
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Table 9: Fears Reported by Respondents That Influenced How They Appraised the
Situation and Responded When Triggered
1. My personal issues will become the focus of the session and deflect attention away
from the participants and the learning goals.
2. I will lose credibility and be seen as less competent if I cry and show emotion.
3. The group dynamics will “get out of control.”
4. Participants will get too emotional and I won’t have the skills to manage the situation.
5. If I let go of the agenda we may go into content areas I don’t know enough about.
6. If I challenge this issue I will be all alone without any support.
7. If I am too confrontive then participants will negatively evaluate the session.
8. I will be seen as incompetent and “not good enough.”
9. I am not competent enough to ethically do this work.
10.1 will be “found out” as a fraud.
11. The participants won’t “get it” and this will be a reflection on me.
12. The participants will be angry with me.
13. They will see how prejudiced I really am.
14. I’ll let people down and disappoint them.
15. The participants won’t like me or approve of me.
16. “Things won’t change.”
17.1 will make a mistake and be wrong.
18. The participants will leave without the necessary competencies to be effective change
agents.

A number of the more experienced respondents readily described how the current
triggering situation had somehow “re-activated” memories and emotions from their past
and that these painful, unresolved issues and traumas were one of the primary roots that
fueled their less satisfying responses. This dynamic receives only passing comment in the
social justice literature. The respondents’ experiences confirm the findings in several
related literatures that explore the impact of the practitioner’s past in their current
experience of events. Snow and Willard (1989) talk about situations that nurses encounter
that “hooked their history.” The work on countertransference provided the most
comprehensive explanation of this dynamic. Counselors react when client behaviors
impact them in their areas of unresolved conflict (Hayes and Gelso, 1991). It is critical
that counselors examine and manage their countertransferential emotional and behavioral
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reactions so they do not adversely affect the therapeutic process (Singer & Luborsky,

1977).
Respondents described the negative impact of re-activated experiences. They
often felt completely de-skilled by the suddenness and unexpectedness of their deep
emotional reactions. They often could not stay present in the moment because they were
at some level “reliving” the past event. In some cases the participants “had become” key
players from the past event. Educators reported feeling motivated to use the current
situation to “right the wrongs of the past” and their responses were often entirely out-of¬
proportion to what was occurring in the group.
There were a number of categories of the types of past traumas and unresolved
issues that educators felt had been reactivated during their triggering events. These
included times when they had not been able to or had failed to intervene to stop abusive
and oppressive situations, times they personally acted in very oppressive ways, and the
recent death of a parent.
Most respondents reported that they had been unaware of how their re-activated
emotions and perceptions were influencing their appraisal and responses during the
triggering event. They realized the connection only when reflecting on the situation after
the session or during my interviews.
While many of the roots of triggering events seem to be idiosyncratic, often
mirroring the individual experiences, needs and fears of the educator, intrapersonal roots
related to social identity development and social group membership seem to be a
common experience for most social justice educators. A number of respondents identified
their being in the anger or “resistance” stage in their social identity development as a core
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root that influenced how they both appraised the situation and responded when triggered.
They reported that they were more likely to feel triggered and more apt to respond out of
their anger in less satisfying ways. This finding is consistent with the social justice
literature on social identity development theory (Hardiman & Jackson, 1997).
Another interesting factor related to social identity development that influenced
how educators responded was reported in the interviews by many of the African
American respondents. They described how they consciously “subordinated” parts of
themselves and tightly contained their emotions in order to manage how they were
viewed by white participants. It seems that white educators may have more latitude and
freedom when triggered to express their emotions and to react out of their feelings
without fearing the same degree of judgment and resistance from white participants.
Although the data that I have came only from African American informants
talking about their racial target status, I would speculate that members of other
subordinate groups could identify with this dynamic of closely managing themselves in
an effort to be seen as more credible and competent by members of the respective
dominant groups. I wonder what differential toll this dynamic has on the stress level and
physical health of educators from subordinate groups that members of dominant groups
may not experience.
Most respondents described triggering events from the perspective of either their
dominant or subordinate group membership(s). They rarely framed the incident within a
discussion of the complexities of the interaction of their multiple memberships in both
dominant and subordinate groups. A few described the intersection of dominant and
subordinate group identities when white women and men of color co-facilitate sessions
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and trigger each other out of their respective subordinate perspectives. Most respondents
did not seem to be cognizant of their dominant group memberships when they felt
triggered out of a subordinate stance. If educators respond to triggering events solely
from their subordinate perspective without also acknowledging their privilege from their
dominant group membership(s), they may react in ways that then trigger participants in
the session who view the educator in their multiple identities.
It was very interesting how several respondents from dominant groups recognized
that their disproportionate emotional responses and ineffective interventions were rooted
in their feelings of guilt, anger, and shame from “seeing themselves” in the oppressive
actions of participants. Their overzealous efforts to “fix” and change members of their
own dominant identity group appear to have been fueled by their fears about their own
personal biases and behaviors. Educators reacting out of one of their subordinate groups
reported similar extreme emotional responses when triggered by participants from their
subordinate group. The roots of these triggered reactions were more often their own
internalized oppression and their anger towards subordinate group members who collude
with their own oppression. Both of these patterns seem to illustrate the observation of
several authors that one of the roots of triggering events is that educators see some part of
themselves that they dislike reflected in the learners (Greenberg, 1969; Kottler, 1994).
Question 5: What Competencies and Strategies Help Social Justice
Educators Anticipate and Respond Effectively to Triggering Events?
It is reported that Abe Lincoln once said that if the only tool you have is a
hammer, then everything looks like a nail. In order to anticipate and respond effectively
to triggering events social justice educators need a complete set of “tools,” including a
wide repertoire of personal competencies and intervention skills and strategies. There
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were few specific examples of management strategies apparent in any of the literatures.
Nonetheless, respondents identified a significant number of strategies. As a result the data
adds significantly to the social justice literature. Conversely, the literature discusses a full
range of competencies for managing triggering events and oddly, there were few
references to competencies in the data. Given a literature that is rich on competencies and
a data collection that identifies significant numbers of management strategies it is critical
that coordinators of professional development programs use information from both these
sources as they develop preparation programs for social justice educators.
Respondents identified a full range of skills and competencies that they felt help
social justice educators to manage triggering situations including understanding the
phenomenon of triggering events. They felt it was key that educators view triggers as a
natural and normal part of social justice work and that they have a “cognitive map” for
the common elements of a “cycle” of a triggering event. A repeated suggestion was that
educators learn a variety of strategies to manage their internal reactions and the group
dynamics, and to learn how to “use the self as instrument.”
Self-awareness
Most every respondent emphasized self-awareness as a core competency. This is
consistent with the areas in the social justice literature that discuss the connection
between self-awareness and managing triggering events (Adams, 1997; American Society
for Training and Development, 1996; Bell, Washington, Weinstein & Love, 1997;
Goodman, 1995; Johnson & O’Mara, 1992; Romney, Tatum & Jones, 1992; Weinstein &
Obear, 1992). There are a number of sources that discuss the issues raised by the research
findings in this section in greater depth in the literature on counselor education (Corey &
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Corey, 1987; Kottler, 1994), group dynamics (Argyris, 1973; Hanson, 1987; Phillips,
1987) and multicultural counseling (Arredondo, Toporek, Brown, Jones, Locke, Sanchez,
& Stadler, 1996).
It is important that educators increase their awareness of the situations that have
been triggers for them in the past and the types of situations they anticipate may trigger
them in the future. They need to identify their personal “warning signs” that signal when
they are triggered, including their physiological and emotional reactions, their patterns of
self-talk, and any specific behavioral responses. It is important that educators reflect on
the various ways they interpret and appraise situations as triggers. They need to identify
their intentions during triggering situations and track how these influenced their choosing
both less effective and more effective interventions. Educators need a thorough
understanding of how they have responded to triggering events in the past and a clear
picture of the breadth and depth of their repertoire of effective skills and strategies.
It is critical that educators develop a comprehensive awareness of all of their
intrapersonal roots of triggering events, including their fears, irrational beliefs,
assumptions, expectations, needs, passions, past traumas and unresolved issues, and their
stages of identity development in all of their dominant and subordinate group
memberships. In addition they need to identify how these intrapersonal dynamics have
negatively impacted how they have interpreted, appraised, diagnosed, and intervened in
triggering events.
Several respondents discussed the importance of understanding how participants
will view and treat them given their memberships in various dominant and subordinate
groups. They felt better prepared to anticipate potential trouble spots if they entered the
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situation cognizant of these dynamics. One common pattern is that white participants
who feel triggered by the comments and actions of the educators of color tend to deflect
their anger onto the white male co-facilitator to avoid appearing “racist.” Another
common experience for white male facilitators occurs when participants project their
stereotypes and assumptions about oppressive white men onto them. As a result white
male educators report feeling like “a man without a country” without any sources of
support or appreciation in the room.
Female facilitators should expect some male participants who are operating out of
traditional gender stereotypes to sexualize them and discount or dismiss their directions
and input. If they enter the educational experience understanding how men will treat them
because of their gender identity, then they may be less disoriented and frustrated when
they experience differential treatment from male participants and facilitators.
Several facilitators of color described how they invariably experience what feels
like a constant barrage of racist projections and “micro-aggressions” from white
participants and co-facilitators in diversity sessions. In response they have developed
different mechanisms and “shields” to protect themselves from the negative impact of
these situations. Understanding these possible patterns of how they will be seen and
treated based on their various social identity group memberships can help all educators to
anticipate certain predictable challenges and incidents and better prepare themselves for
those situations.
I summarize the areas of self-awareness that were suggested as key competencies
by respondents in Table 10.
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Table 10: Components for Increased Self-awareness
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Common sources of triggering events
Signals that you are triggered
Emotional reactions
Physiological reactions
Internal self-talk when triggered
Appraisals of the events
Intentions for choosing interventions
Typical behavioral responses: satisfying and less satisfying
Intrapsychic roots of triggers including fears, past experiences, prejudices, needs,
expectations, assumptions, irrational beliefs, passions, and stages of social identity
development
10. How your intrapsychic roots negatively impact your ability to effectively appraise,
diagnose and intervene in triggering situations
11. How participants view you as a facilitator based on your memberships in various
dominant and subordinate groups

Personal healing work
Another significant finding whereby my data extends the social justice literature
dealt with the importance of focusing on “personal healing work.” This was reported by a
number of the more experienced educators who maintained that continuing to participate
in their personal healing work had resulted in their experiencing fewer triggering events
and becoming increasingly more competent to manage those they encountered. This
conclusion is consistent with recommendations of a few authors in the related literatures.
Freud encouraged therapists to undergo thorough psychoanalysis to minimize and
eliminate their own unresolved conflicts (Springmann, 1986). Bille (1993) stated that
helping professionals need to re-experience and process their emotions from their original
traumas from their past.
It is critical that educators do the necessary personal healing work to lessen the
intensity of the “emotional charge” from their intrapersonal roots. For members of
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subordinate groups their healing work may involve focusing on specific incidents of
oppression that they and their loved ones had experienced as well as moving through
their stores of pain and rage about the impact of oppression at the group level. It may
include working through their fears, internalized oppression and shame, and confronting
their own patterns of collusion and assimilation.
The healing work for members of dominant groups, on the other hand, may entail
admitting their deep seeded biases and the impact of their past and current oppressive
behaviors. It may involve facing the truth about their unearned privileges and
acknowledging their arrogance and demands for entitlement. The intended outcome for
all of this healing work is for educators to increase their self-awareness of how their
personal issues and “baggage” impact how they appraise and respond to triggering events
and to clear away “the wreckage of their past” so that they may be a “clearer instrument”
in the work. Most all of the discussion of the phenomenon of triggering events in the
social justice literature focused on helping facilitators manage difficult situations that
occur among participants. There has been very little attention to helping educators
respond effectively when they themselves are triggered. The personal journey to deeper
self-awareness and healing is often difficult and painful. Yet the old adage, “Physician
heal thyself,” may remind educators of the critical necessity that they pay attention to the
impact of their intrapersonal dynamics as they use the self as instrument in their
facilitation of social justice educational experiences.
Personal qualities
Respondents identified a set of personal qualities that they felt were core
competencies for managing triggering events. They reported they were more present,
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centered, patient and trusting of the process when they entered the work from the role of
“facilitator” and had both let go of the need to control participants and released their
expectations and attachment to a specific outcome for the experience. They felt they were
far more compassionate and accepting when they had done their “personal work” and
could more easily “see themselves in the participants” and identify with their feelings,
thoughts, and actions.
It is important that educators are careful to avoid over-identifying with
participants or personalizing the triggering event. Respondents described how they had
lost perspective when they had moved out of the role of facilitator. They had become
more of a participant as they shared their deep emotional reactions and stories of their
experiences and had let go of their responsibility to manage group dynamics and maintain
the integrity of the design. Respondents described having more success in seeing the
larger perspective and not personalizing participant behaviors when they shifted their
focus from their individual experience and diagnosed the dynamics as part of a larger
pattern that occurs among members of dominant and subordinate groups in an oppressive
society.
One particularly interesting comment that may help educators not to personalize
triggering events concerned one respondent’s definition of “competency.” A faculty
member described competency as the ability to engage the participant and “meet them
where they are and go to wherever is needed in the moment,” rather than the ability to
“facilitate their movement.” Her perspective highlights the fact that the “effectiveness” of
interventions depends on the willingness of the group members to respond and participate
in the learning process. The seemingly ineffectiveness of an intervention may have more
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to do with the lack of willingness of participants than with the lack of skill or knowledge
of the facilitator.
The respondents’ emphasis that educators need the ability to tolerate ambiguity
and to let go of control over outcomes is consistent with the social justice literature
(Adams, 1997; Bell & Griffin, 1997; Griffin, 1997a). There seemed to be a strong
relationship between the length of experience as a social justice educator and the ability
to tolerate conflict and ambiguity. Less experienced respondents were more concerned
about staying with the planned agenda and less likely to engage the resistance and “trust
the process.” Respondents described how they had to let go of their fears of losing
control, feeling helpless, making a mistake, and being viewed as incompetent in order to
tolerate the uncertainty and probable conflict when using triggers to deepen the learning
in the moment.
I was surprised by how many respondents noted that their spirituality
and faith played a significant role in helping them respond effectively when triggered.
They found it a source of strength, support, guidance, reassurance and perspective.
Educators who felt grounded in a strong spiritual practice tended also to view their role in
social justice education as the “facilitator.” They felt that their actions were a part of a
larger plan and that there was a power greater than themselves guiding the learning for all
involved and ensuring that everyone “got what they needed” in the process.
Another key personal quality that helps educators manage triggering events is the
ability to give themselves the same degree of tolerance, patience, and acceptance that
participants need in the learning process, and to forgive themselves for any mistakes or
errors they make. A related competency is the ability to apologize and recover, and to
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use the moment to model more effective ways to manage times when people make
inappropriate comments and act in offensive ways. Their handling of their “mistake” may
prove to be one of the more significant learning moments in the entire session.
Respondents felt that educators would be more likely to forgive themselves in the
moment if they accepted the fact that they will continue to make mistakes so long as they
do this work and recognized that these types of triggers are priceless indicators of areas
for continued personal and professional growth and development. Humility is another
quality that helps educators forgive themselves by acknowledging their limitations and
admitting they “don’t know everything.”
The ability to feel comfortable with their own feelings and with the emotional
reactions of others was another core competency identified in the data that is consistent
with the social justice literature (Gallos & Ramsey, 1997; Griffin, 1997a; Weinstein &
Obear, 1992). Many of the male respondents identified this area as a learning edge for
themselves. They cited how their more traditional gender socialization discouraged them
from expressing their feelings and that they struggled to be present with and use their
emotions effectively when triggered.
The final personal quality, passion, was described as a “two-edged sword.” One
the one hand, the passion educators feel for social justice fuels their work and sustains
them during difficult times. On the other hand, educator often “wear their passion on their
sleeve.” These deep emotions are a simmering source of potential triggering events. In
Table 111 list a summary of the personal qualities that respondents felt help educators to
respond to triggering events more effectively.
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Table 11: Personal Qualities

1. Present and centered
2. Confidence based on experience
3. Compassion and acceptance
4. Seeing the larger context: Not personalizing triggering events
5. Patience: Trusting the participant learning process
6. Tolerance of ambiguity
7. Comfort with conflict
8. Spiritual perspective
9. Self-forgiveness
10. Comfort with feelings
11. Humility
12. Passion

Management Strategies
In this next section I discuss some of the strategies respondents recommended to
manage triggering events effectively. They suggested a wide variety of strategies, most of
which were the same ones they identified as strategies they used when they felt satisfied
with their responses to triggering events (see Table_). The three additional ones they
discussed were to conduct a “systems check,” to see their own part in the dynamics, and
to use group facilitation skills.
Having a list of strategies will be of little use to educators unless they have the
ability to choose a response that fits the needs of the moment. Most educators who felt
less satisfied with their responses reported choosing interventions “out of their triggered
emotions” without sufficient reflection and analysis of the situation. It is critical that
educators possess specific self-management intervention strategies to help them manage
their cognitive, emotional and physiological reactions so that they have the presence of
mind to select appropriate interventions.
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There is at least one critical point in “The Cycle of a Triggering Event” where
educators can make self-management interventions that will increase their ability to make
more reflective and thoughtful choices. The educators’ emotional and physiological
reactions. Step 4, seem to be the first significant “signal” or indicator that they are
triggered. In Table 12 I list a series of interventions for educators to use to short-cut the
cycle when they first recognize they are triggered. These techniques are intended to
minimize the cumulative impact of their cognitive, emotional, and physiological reactions
in the cycle and increase the likelihood that they will make a more informed and effective
response.
Table 12: Self-management Interventions
1. conduct a “systems check” to track internal self-talk, feelings, and physiological
responses
2. use stress management techniques (deep breathing, centering exercises) to minimize
the impact of physiological and emotional reactions
3. bind your feelings
4. notice how you interpreted and appraised the situation
5. search for intrapsychic roots to the trigger
6. assess your part in the dynamics
7. use self-talk to shift your appraisal
8. notice initial intent for intervening
9. use self-talk to shift intent to match learning goals_
Once educators have access to their analytical and reflective cognitive capabilities
then it may be useful to first diagnose the group dynamics and assess their personal
resources to respond before they select an intervention strategy. If they are not able to
regain a sufficient degree of “centeredness” and self-control from using these self¬
management strategies, then it would probably be most effective if they refrained from
intervening in the situation and either made space for their co-facilitator to take the lead,
took a break, or tabled the discussion.
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During the interviews respondents explored a few topics that I had not anticipated
when I designed the original research questions. In this section I discuss two of the more
interesting unexpected issues from those conversations: strategies for how to train social
justice educators to effectively manage triggering events and some of the dynamics that
differentiate the experiences of faculty and trainers with respect to triggering events.
Preparing Social Justice Educators
to Manage Triggering Events
A number of respondents shared their suggestions for how to prepare faculty and
trainers to manage triggering events effectively. They felt it was important to “normalize”
the phenomenon of triggering events and discuss how common an experience it is for
educators of all levels of experience. Another frequent suggestion was to design learning
opportunities to help educators identify the types of events where they feel triggered, how
they have typically responded in these situations, and why these situations are triggers for
them. Several respondents felt it helpful for educators to increase their self-awareness by
exploring how their own biases, prejudices, assumptions, passions, and past experiences
impact how they appraise and respond to triggering events. A few informants identified
the need to help educators prepare to work with co-facilitators and to discuss how to both
give and receive support from their colleague(s) during triggering events.
Another common suggestion was to provide learning opportunities in a
“laboratory setting” for educators to experience feeling triggered and practice how to
respond in these situations. Several suggested that analyzing video and audio tapes of
actual educational sessions when they felt triggered would also provide significant
opportunities for educators to learn more about themselves and identify additional
strategies to manage triggering events.
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A few respondents identified professional development opportunities for
educators that could occur outside of a more structured laboratory training session
including observing other faculty and trainers and having colleagues observe them and then
give feedback and suggestions. They felt that developing an ongoing coaching relationship
with a mentor or a small group of colleagues could provide the chance to share experiences
of feeling triggered and to receive support and guidance for managing them in the future.
Differences Between the Experience
of Faculty and Trainers
While the responses from faculty and trainers indicated a significant overlap
between the issues and dynamics they experience around the phenomenon of triggers,
there were also a few key differences that some respondents discussed in the interviews.
One differentiating dynamic is that faculty tend to have more long-term relationships
with the students that may occur over a semester or several years. As a result some
faculty found it easier to engage the resistance of students since they had developed
a more open and trusting relationship over the course of the semester. Other faculty noted
that they sometimes felt less urgency to intervene in a specific moment since they knew
they had other opportunities throughout semester to return to the topic or to address the
group dynamics.
One faculty member discussed the “down-side” of having contact with the same
students over a long period of time when she talked about the impact of feeling
constantly retriggered by her students throughout the course:
It's in your face repeated over a period of time, and has a greater drain on your
energy and your resources as a person. It’s a lot more to carry. I can't think of any
training event from any time in my career where I carried something from it like I
did that semester. You have an ongoing relationship with these people, and some
of them are students in your program, and you not only have a sense of
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responsibility for their learning this particular content, but a sense of a
relationship over time that gets affected by this trigger.
The expectations of faculty in academic environments seem to impact their choice
of strategies for managing triggering events. One faculty member discussed his
perception that faculty members are not trained to think reflectively about their practice
or to explore the intrapersonal dynamics influencing their work:
Consultants are much more aware of these issues than faculty. They've been
trained to think about change processes. Consultants are much more self-aware,
much more open to talk about and work these issues than faculty.
Another faculty member discussed how the prevailing norms of academia that reward
faculty for their knowledge and information base do not create an environment that
encourages them to be self-reflective and use the self as instrument when triggered:
I think it would be important to acknowledge that their surrounding environment
will not encourage them to do that. What I'm talking about is letting go of ego.
Because it's been my experience that higher education is in large part about ego.
It's about finding the answers, knowing the problems, knowing the solution. It's
about having a knowledge base. It's about credentials. It's about all of these
things, which, either overtly or covertly, are about ego. And, in my experience,
I've had to let go of some of that (in order to engage students when triggered), and
it has not been easy. And I have not wanted to do it.
Comments from two other faculty seemed to support this notion that academic
environments are not designed to support the effective managing of triggering events.
Most faculty teach the way they do because it minimizes triggering. When
standing up in front lecturing, using one-way communication, you have the
utmost control over what gets said and whether or not there are any triggers.
(Faculty generally do not have) the place where colleagues get to work with each
other, support each other, be in dialogue with each other, and assist each other as
teachers/facilitators.
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Implications for the Field of Social Justice Education
The research findings from this study have significant implications for the
professional development of social justice educators. Less experienced educators had far
fewer competencies and strategies to manage triggering events in ways that furthered the
learning goals of the session. The following section contains many of the core
components of a professional development program to help social justice educators
develop the capacity to manage triggering events effectively. While I make very few
recommendations with respect to format, it may be very useful if the coordinators of
preparation programs for social justice educators study the structures used for counselor
development and require a similar regimen of self reflection, peer feedback, and
supervision that is required of novice counselors in their training programs.
Self-awareness
- identify the types of situations where they feel triggered
- analyze these using a lens of dominant and subordinate group identity and social
identity development
- anticipate what other situations may be triggers in the future given their membership in
various dominant and subordinate groups and their stages of social identity
development in each of these
- increase awareness of personal signals and “warning signs” that they are feeling
triggered
- identify the common emotional and physiological responses they experience when
triggered
- increase awareness of their typical self-talk and mind chatter
- identify their common appraisals and intentions when triggered
- identify how they have typically responded in triggering events
- understand the positive and negative outcomes of their responses
- reflect on how their responses have been similar or different when triggered out of their
various dominant and subordinate group identities
- explore how they view their role as a social justice educator and how this impacts what
triggers them and how they respond in the moment
- explore their intrapersonal roots of triggering events
- analyze how their various intrapersonal issues, fears, irrational beliefs, needs and
unresolved conflicts and traumas have impacted how they have appraised
situations and responded during triggering events
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Personal development
- develop core personal competencies for managing triggering events including patience,
tolerance of ambiguity and conflict, humility, self-forgiveness, and compassion
- participate in on-going “personal healing work” to lessen the emotional charge of
their unresolved traumas, issues, needs, and fears
- continually reassess and evaluate their biases and attitudes and how these negatively
impact their effectiveness in the learning environment
- participate in activities and experiences intended to facilitate their growth along their
various stages of social identity development
- implement lifestyle changes to improve overall health, stress level, and emotional and
spiritual well-being
- develop productive attitudes and beliefs about managing the phenomenon of triggering
events, including:
- triggers are a natural, normal part of facilitating social justice education and not
necessarily an indicator of a lack of skill or competence
- educators experience triggers throughout their careers
- the most useful way to view the role of social justice educator is as a “facilitator”
who meets participants “where they are” and supports their learning goals; the
role of social justice educator is not to change the way participants think, feel and
act
- one of the most critical strategies for managing triggering events is to use the self as
instrument in the moment
- engaging the resistance of participants and facilitating dialogue to explore conflict
creates powerful learning opportunities for participants
- everything happens for a reason: trust the participant learning process and know that
they will learn whatever they need to learn in this experience
- participants have been socialized in an oppressive environment and were taught their
prejudice and biases
- triggering events are “gifts” that signal areas for professional and personal
development
- learning to manage triggering events more effectively is a life-long journey
Skill building
- develop a full “repertoire” of strategies for self-management and for the management of
group dynamics during triggering events
- practice self-management and group management strategies in a laboratory setting with
feedback from peers and more experienced practitioners
- practice techniques to shift negative self-talk and reframe their appraisal of triggering
events
- explore strategies and approaches for managing situations when they are triggered at
different stages of their identity development from their memberships in both
dominant and subordinate groups
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Suggestions for Further Research
For my research I chose to conduct an exploratory study to establish whether
or not educators experience the phenomenon of triggering events. The methodologies I
used were designed to gather the greatest breadth of response as possible within the
framework of a dissertation. While the findings of this project are very clear, there remain
numerous other questions that could be explored in greater depth by other researchers.
In the next section I suggest several additional areas of research that would further
expand the literature and knowledge in the field of social justice education.
1. Is there a correlation between how educators view their role and the frequency and
types of situations where they feel triggered?
2. Do educators who view their role as a “facilitator” manage triggering events more
effectively?
3. How do social justice educators prepare themselves to enter into a training
environment in ways that helps them manage triggers more effectively? Are there
any significant differences among members of dominant and subordinate groups?
4. How do the dynamics of academic environments and expectations of faculty impact
how they manage triggering events?
5. What are the components of preparation programs for faculty and other social justice
educators that help them manage triggering events effectively? Are there any key
differences for developing members of dominant groups compared with members
of subordinate groups?
6. Are there inherent cultural biases in the principles I have outlined for managing
triggering events effectively? Do they reflect a white, middle class perspective?
7. Are there effective strategies for managing triggering events that are more effective if
used by members of subordinate groups? Dominant groups?
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Concluding Remarks
The findings in this study confirm the few places in the social justice literature
that discuss the phenomenon of triggering events for facilitators and addresses a gap in
the literature by providing a comprehensive understanding of how educators experience
and respond to triggers. The more significant contributions include the emphasis on
analyzing and managing the intrapersonal roots of triggering events, using strategies for
self-management to interrupt “The Cycle of a Triggering Event,” and intervening during
the triggering event to create a “teachable moment” by using the self as instrument and
engaging the resistance.
This research provides clear guidelines for the core competencies that help
educators manage triggering events more effectively. These findings could inform the
development of preparation programs for social justice educators as well as those for
other professionals who commonly experience triggering events, including
psychotherapists, social workers, nurses, trainers, and organizational development
consultants.
There is a Quaker saying, “let your life be your teaching,” which seems an
appropriate mantra for social justice educators as they prepare to enter the work. How we
respond during triggering events will “teach” more than all of our words could ever
convey. It is critical that social justice educators develop the necessary core competencies
to manage themselves and the group dynamics during triggering events in ways that
further the learning with respect and compassion. Becoming a clear instrument for the
work is a life-long journey requiring significant dedication to personal growth and inner
healing. We can be effective in the work to the degree that we are willing to participate in
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the same depth of personal reflection and behavioral change that we ask of participants.
Our life is our teaching.
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APPENDIX A
DATA COLLECTION CHECKLIST
CRITICAL INCIDENT REPORTS
1. name of participant:
2. address:

3. phone #:
4. fax #:
5. e-mail address:
6. sent Critical Incident Report packet on: date
- cover letter
- Critical Incident Report Form
- Background Information Form
- Informed Consent Form
- stamped addressed return envelope
8. received completed forms on: date
9. indicated willingness to participate in interview: YES NO

APPENDIX B
COVER LETTER TO CRITICAL INCIDENT REPORT FORM
Date
Dear Name of Social Justice/Diversity Educator,
My name is Kathy Obear and I am a doctoral candidate in the School of Education
at The University of Massachusetts, Amherst. For my dissertation research I am exploring
the phenomenon of "triggers" for people who train or teach in social justice or diversity
related areas.
I define a "triggering event" as any stimulus, which is either external or internal to
teachers or trainers, through which they experience an emotional reaction that may have
some or all of the following characteristics:
• unexpectedness, the trainer is surprised by the arousal of their feelings
• strong intensity of feelings, the trainer experiences their emotions as
overwhelming and disproportionate to the original stimulus
• disorienting, the trainer is disoriented and distracted from the workshop
objectives and the planned agenda
I would appreciate your participating in my research by describing two incidents
in which you felt "triggered" using The Critical Incident Report Form and then
responding to the items on the attached Background Information Form. I anticipate, based
on pilot testing, that these tasks will take approximately 20-30 minutes. Please review
and sign the enclosed Informed Consent Form and return all three documents in the
enclosed self-addressed stamped envelope.
For the second phase of my study I will conduct a number of in-depth interviews
to develop a deeper understanding of how social justice educators experience triggering
events. If you would be willing to discuss the possibility of participating in a confidential
face-to-face interview lasting approximately 1.5-2 hours, please note that in Question #9
on the Background Information Form.
It would be most helpful if you could return this information to me by

JUNE 30th. If you have any questions or comments, I would appreciate your contacting
me:

Kathy Obear, 146 Shea Avenue, Belchertown, Massachusetts 01007
business phone & fax: (413) 283-2502
e-mail: kobear@earthlink.net
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APPENDIX C
CRITICAL INCIDENT REPORT FORM
Directions:
Think about recent classes, seminars, or workshops you facilitated on social justice or
diversity related issues where you experienced being "triggered.” Please use the
following prompts to write about two separate incidents: one in which you were satisfied
with your response; the other where you were less satisfied with your response.
1. Please describe a time when you felt "triggered" and you were satisfied with how you
responded as the facilitator of a seminar, class, or workshop on social justice or diversity
related issues.
a. What was the context of the session: setting, types of participants, topic(s), etc.
b. What do you believe were the various factors that contributed to your feeling
triggered? Please note any factors in the learning environment as well as any of your
intrapersonal dynamics, such as feelings, thoughts, assumptions, values, etc.
c. How did you react and respond when you were triggered? Please note both your
actions as well as your intrapersonal processes, such as thoughts, what you said to
yourself, feelings, etc.
d. As you reflect on how you responded in this incident, are there any additional
strategies you now believe would have been more effective?
Please use the rest of this side and the back of this sheet to respond to these questions.
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2. Please describe a time you felt "triggered" as the facilitator of a seminar, class, or
workshop on social justice or diversity related issues and you were less satisfied with
how you responded.
a. What was the context of the session: setting, types of participants, topic(s), etc.
b. What do you believe were the various factors that contributed to your feeling
triggered? Please note any factors in the learning environment as well any of your
intrapersonal dynamics, such as feelings, thoughts, assumptions, values, etc.
c. How did you react and respond when you were triggered? Please note both your
actions as well as your intrapersonal processes, such as thoughts, what you said to
yourself, feelings, etc.
d. As you reflect on how you responded in this incident, what strategies do you now
believe would have been more effective?
Please use the rest of this side and the back of this sheet to respond to these questions.
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APPENDIX D
BACKGROUND INFORMATION FORM

Directions: Please respond to each of the following questions by filling in the blanks.
1. Name (optional):_
2. Racial/ethnic identity:_
3. Gender:_
4. Age:_
5. Please list any other of your social identity group memberships, such as class or
sexual orientation, that you feel are relevant to how you have responded to triggering
events:

6. Please list your years of experience and the specific types of training you facilitate as
a trainer/educator of social justice or diversity seminars:
a. # of years:_
b. types of training:_

7. Please describe the types of participants who typically attend your seminars, for
example: high school or college students, faculty or teachers, corporate managers,
community leaders, employees of nonprofit organizations, etc. Include information about
their social group identities, if pertinent.

8. On the basis of your experience as a social justice or diversity educator/trainer, how do
you personally characterize a "triggering event?"
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9. Would you be willing to discuss the possibility of participating in a confidential indepth interview to explore your experiences with triggering events? If so, please list the
following:
Name:_

Phone number:

Fax number:

E-mail address:

I deeply appreciate your willingness to support my study. Please review and sign the
enclosed Informed Consent Form. Thank you for your participation.

Sincerely,

Kathy Obear
146 Shea Avenue Belchertown, Massachusetts 01007
(413) 283-2502 (business & fax)
e-mail: kobear@earthlink.net

238

APPENDIX E
DATA COLLECTION CHECKLIST:
INTERVIEW PROCESS
1. name of participant:
2. address:

3. phone #:
4. fax #:
5. e-mail address:
6. related demographic information
race:
gender:
additional:
7. result of initial telephone contact on date
- willing to participate

YES

NO

- date of scheduled interview:
- time:
- location:
- directions to location:

8. Made telephone call to confirm interview: date
9. Completed written transcript on: date

239

APPENDIX F
TELEPHONE SCRIPT
CONFIRMING WILLINGNESS TO PARTICIPATE IN INTERVIEW
Hello (potential interviewee's name!
1. This is Kathy Obear, and I am calling to thank you for your willingness to
discuss participating in an interview for my dissertation research.
2. Is this a good time to talk for a few moments?
3. The purpose of my research is to develop a deeper understanding of how
social justice and diversity educators experience the phenomenon
of triggering events.
4. My best guess is that the interview will take approximately 1.5-2 hours.
5. Are you still willing to participate?
6. During the interview I will ask you to reflect on times you have felt triggered as a
social justice educator. We will explore the following issues: the "roots" of your
triggering events (why you believe you were triggered), the strategies you use in the
moment to manage yourself and the situation, the competencies that help you
effectively respond when triggered, and your personal journey to develop your
repertoire of strategies and competencies.
7. Do you have any other questions about my research, the interview, or
how I will use your data?
8. Iam hoping to complete my interviews over the next 4-6 weeks.
9. What days would it be possible for me to meet you? (agree on a date)
10. What two-hour period in that day is best for you? (agree on a time)
11. What locations would be most convenient for you that will provide us a
quiet space where we won't be interrupted? (agree on a location)
12. Could you give me directions to this location? (if needed)
13. If for some reason you need to rearrange the interview, please call me at
your earliest convenience.
14. Thank you for your time and willingness to participate in my project. I
look forward to our interview.
16. Goodbye.
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APPENDIX G
TELEPHONE SCRIPT:
CONFIRMING DATE, TIME, AND LOCATION OF INTERVIEW

1. Hello, Name of interviewee
2. This is Kathy Obear.
3.1 am calling to confirm our interview next week:
date:
time:
location
4. Do you have any questions about the interview?
5. Do you have any questions about my research project?
6.1 would like to confirm the directions to the location:
7.1 look forward to talking with you next week.
8. Thank you for your willingness to participate in my study. Good-bye.
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APPENDIX H
INFORMED CONSENT FORM: CRITICAL INCIDENT REPORT

Exploring the Phenomenon of Triggering Events for Social Justice Educators
Consent for Voluntary Participation
I am a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at The University of
Massachusetts, Amherst. For my dissertation research I have designed a study to explore
whether or not social justice and diversity educators experience the phenomenon of
triggering events, and if so, how they respond to these incidents. I believe the results of
my study will fill a gap in the literature and make a significant contribution to the field of
social justice education. Please review and sign the following form to signify your
willingness to participate in my study.
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that:
1.1 will be asked to write and submit information about two (2) critical incidents where I
experienced being "triggered1' when facilitating social justice or diversity educational
experiences.
2. The purpose of this research is to explore whether or not social justice and diversity
educators experience triggering events, and if so, to develop a deeper understanding of
how they respond during these incidents.
3. The information that I submit in the Critical Incident Report and the Background
Information Form will be included in Kathy Obear's doctoral dissertation and may also be
included in materials for presentations and manuscripts submitted for publication to
professional journals or other publishing organizations.
4. My name will not be used, nor will I be identified in any way or at any time. I understand
that it will be necessary to identify participants in the dissertation by a number of criteria,
such as context of work, race, gender, years of experience, etc.
5.1 may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time.
6.1 am free to participate or not to participate without prejudice.
7.1 have the right to review material prior to the oral exam or other publication.

Researcher's signature
Kathryn H. Obear

Date

Participant's signature
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Date

APPENDIX I
INFORMED CONSENT FORM: INTERVIEW
Exploring the Phenomenon of Triggering Events for Social Justice Educators
Consent for Voluntary Participation
I am a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at The University of
Massachusetts, Amherst. For my dissertation research I have designed a study to explore
whether or not social justice and diversity educators experience the phenomenon of
triggering events, and if so, how they respond to these incidents. I believe the results of
my study will fill a gap in the literature and make a significant contribution to the field of
social justice education. Please review and sign the following form to signify your
willingness to participate in my study.
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that:
1.1 will participate in a 1.5-2 hour interview exploring my experiences when I have been
triggered in my role as a social justice or diversity educator.
2. The purpose of this research is to develop a deeper understanding of the phenomenon
of triggering events and how social justice educators respond to them.
3. The information I discuss in the interview will be included in Kathy Obear's doctoral
dissertation and may also be included in materials for presentations and manuscripts
submitted for publication to professional journals or other publishing organizations.
4. The research may use direct quotations from my interview, and my name will not be
used, nor will I be identified in any way or at any time. I understand that it will be
necessary to identify participants in the dissertation by a number of criteria, such as context
of work, race, gender, years of experience, etc.
5.1 may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time.
6.1 am free to participate or not to participate without prejudice.

Researcher's signature
Kathryn H. Obear

Date

Participant's signature
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Date

APPENDIX J
INTERVIEW GUIDE
Introduction
This interview is designed to gather information about how you, as a social justice
educator, experience the phenomenon of triggering events.
Before we begin, please review and sign this Informed Consent Form. Basically,
this form outlines how I will use the information I gather in the study, that I will maintain
your anonymity whenever I use your data, and that you can withdraw from the study at
any point.
I have a set of questions I'll use as a guide for the interview. I first will ask you to
talk in general about how you define a triggering event and some of the issues and
situations that are typically triggers for you. Then I'll ask you a number of questions to
explore the two Critical Incidents, one where you felt satisfied with your response, and
one where you felt less satisfied with how you responded.
I'll then ask you to talk in more general terms about a number of related issues,
including the various competencies you feel support your ability to respond effectively
during triggering events, the intrapsychic roots of your triggering events, and your
personal journey to develop the competencies and strategies to respond to triggering
events. We'll then spend some time on any other issue that you feel is related or relevant
to our discussion.
Any questions?
1. How do your define your role as a social justice educator?
2. How do you define a trigger? a triggering event?
3. What are some of the issues, comments, behaviors, and situations that have been
triggers for you?
4. How do you know that you have been "triggered?"
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5. Please describe a time you felt triggered and you were satisfied with your response.
a. What was the context of the incident?
b. How did you know you were triggered?
c. What were you thinking and feeling during the triggering event?
d. In what ways did you respond to the situation?
- to manage yourself?
- to manage the group dynamics?
e. What were the reasons you chose your various responses?
f. What were the impacts and outcomes of your responses and interventions?
- on the group
- on you
- on your co-facilitator
- on seminar goals
g. Why were you satisfied with how you responded?
h. As you look back, is there anything you now wish you had done differently?
i. As you reflect on this incident, do you have any sense why this situation was a
trigger for you?
- What intrapersonal issues and dynamics may have influenced your experience of
the event as a trigger?
j. What are the various competencies that enabled you to respond in ways that
supported the seminar goals?
6. Please describe a time you felt triggered and you were less satisfied with your
response.
a. What was the context of the incident?
b. How did you know you were triggered?
c. What were you thinking and feeling during the triggering event?
d. In what ways did you respond to the situation?
- to manage yourself?
- to manage the group dynamics?
e. What were the reasons you chose your various responses?
f. Why were you less satisfied with how you responded?
g. What were the impacts and outcomes of your responses and interventions?
- on the group
- on you
- on your co-facilitator
- on seminar goals
h. As you look back, is there anything you now wish you had done differently?
i. As you reflect on this incident, do you have any sense why this situation was a
trigger for you?
- What intrapersonal issues and dynamics may have influenced your experience of
the event as a trigger?
j. What are the various competencies that would have enabled you to respond
differently in this situation? in ways that supported the seminar goals?
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7. As you reflect on other times you were triggered:
a. what are other ways you have responded that you were not satisfied with? That
possibly undermined seminar goals?
b. what are some other strategies that you've used or other trainers have used in the
moment to more effectively respond to triggering events?
c. what are some other competencies that you believe help social justice educators to
respond effectively to triggering events?
8. As you reflect on your experience of being triggered in various situations, what are
your thoughts about the underlying issues or intrapersonal "roots" that influence why
you might be triggered in a situation when others are not?
9. What has been your personal journey to develop the competencies and strategies to
respond effectively in triggering events?
10. In general, how do you view triggering events?
11. Is there anything else you would like to add regarding the phenomenon of triggering
events?

Thank you for your time and reflections. Would you be open to my calling you if,
perchance, I have any additional questions after I review your transcript? I deeply
appreciate your willingness to help me in this study.
Do you have any additional questions? Thank you again. Good-bye.
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APPENDIX K
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PILOT RESEARCH PROJECT
1. What emotions do you experience while training that "get in your way?"
2. How do you know you're experiencing these emotions?
3. When do you experience these emotions? What situations seem to "trigger", i.e., set off
or stimulate, these emotions?
4. How do these emotions affect you in the seminar?
5. What self-statements or negative self-talk do you give yourself when you are in these
situations? experiencing these emotions?
6. What do you do with these feelings in the moment? How do you work with these
feelings?
- what are more effective techniques?
- less effective techniques and reactions?
7. What are some possible sources for these emotions? Why might you be experiencing
these emotions in response to these specific situations?
8. What are some of the core self-messages that seem to be the roots of your negative
self-talk?
9. What are some trainer behaviors/emotional reactions that you have developed to better
work with these emotions that have gotten in your way in past seminars?
10. What has contributed to your ability to develop more effective strategies for working
with these emotions and for managing these difficult training situations?
11. What skills and techniques are you wanting to develop further in order to better work
with emotions that still get in your way?
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APPENDIX L
INDIVIDUAL SURVEY USED IN CLASSROOM RESEARCH PROJECTS
Understanding Ourselves as Facilitators of Diversity Awareness Seminars

1. When you're a facilitator of diversity awareness seminars, what are 3-5 situations that
are potentially difficult for you? sources of stress? triggers? stimulators of deep
emotions?
Describe.situation

Reasons for difficulty*? stress?

2. Choose two of these stressful training situations and complete one of the following
statements for each situation. (Statement format adapted from "The Trumpet," Gerald
Weinstein, professor, School of Education, University of Massachusetts)
a. Whenever I am in a situation where
I usually
experience feelings of
I know I am experiencing these feelings because
Self-statements I tell myself are
and what I typically do is
What else I wish I would have done
b. Whenever I am in a situation where
I usually
experience feelings of
I know I am experiencing these feelings because
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Self-statements I tell myself are
and what I typically do is
What else I wish I would have done

3. What might be some reasons that these issues and behaviors seem to create stress
and/or stimulate strong emotions for you?

4. Most of the ways or patterns we use to respond to situations have a function. Choose
one of the patterns you described in either 2a or b and answer the following:
a. This pattern helps me get_

b. This pattern helps me avoid

c. This pattern helps protect me from

5. A major function of patterns is to protect us from acknowledging and confronting
attitudes and beliefs we hold on to. Refer back to the pattern you are analyzing and
answer the following:
Deep down I believe that_

6. Patterns carry a price for the protection they give us. Explore the cost of your pattern
by answering the following:
a. What would happen if I never changed this pattern?_

b. What price would I pay if I never changed this pattern?
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c. What opportunities and options would I miss if I never changed this pattern?

7. To change our pattern it is important to envision alternative behaviors and experiment
with them.
a. The next time I am in a similar situation, what I really would prefer to do is

b. The following are possible techniques and strategies to try out:

Adapted from materials developed by Gerald Weinstein
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